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Abstract
During 1997 and 1998 I conducted ethnographic field work in a small firm in the UK
called Fenderco. The analysis presented in this thesis examines its two ownermanagers/entrepreneurs, Paul and John, and how they construct, maintain,
consolidate and otherwise fluently express their self-identities. This thesis
emphasises the manner in which Paul and John craft their self-identities through
their ability to make narratives of the events and experiences of their lives and
transform them into those episodic and themed narratives. Their narratives are also

created within and via certain social and narrative contexts. This thesis analyses fo

of these contexts - narrative/ language itself, temporality, spatiality, and relationa
- via the use of specific examples from the research. Thus, the manner in which Paul

and John use entrepreneurial cliches, their talk of generational encounters, their tal
and use of the spatial locale, and talk of their friendship to each other and others
that locale, are analysed in four separate, empirical chapters. The thesis thus
contributes to and clarifies the vocabulary and theory that is used to discuss selfidentity in the sociology of work and organisations.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

As a young adult in 1980 I saw myself as something of a trainee pop impresario.
Malcolm McLaren a few years before had made DIY pop music fashionable and

successful (Savage, 1991). Like many teenagers of the time I had half lear
an instrument (bass guitar), and followed the Whittington trail to London

of fame and fortune. I, like the others that I associated with in my music

entrepreneurial pursuits, held down irrelevant but financially important j

were also mostly single minded in our desire for recognition, musical pur

most - though it was not admitted by most - money and success. We must hav
been very busy.

Eventually, after playing badly in bad bands, making a few records, and ma

few bands, I started my own small record label which had some success in t

recognition and records sales. We did not however make much money. The job

had as a meatpacker in Debenhams on Oxford Street, and later as station as

for London Underground, were necessary, but totally superfluous and intru

terms of how I thought and talked about myself. That is, except in the se

hated having to do them. These jobs and the person I had to pretend to be
doing them undermined who I felt I really was. In my work - that is, the
was someone who had my picture taken for music magazines and had phone

conversations with John Peel and Janice Long (both BBC Radio 1 DJs). At w

up ox liver and later swept station platforms. I felt like two people, and

different stories about myself depending on where I was and who I was with
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M y business partner and I enjoyed the attention that w e and our record label
received from the music press. We both craved for and warmed to the identity of
minor pop entrepreneurs. Somewhat against the fashions of the time - or at least
that was what we said and thought of our anti-fashion - Andrew and I would dress

up in business suits, ties and sheepskin coats. We would smoke cigars and otherwise
attempt to project an image crossed somewhere between Malcolm Allison (a
famously sheepskin coated manager of Crystal Palace and Manchester City football
teams in the 1970s) and the Kray twins (we even posed for a photo once, copying a

portrait of theirs). The image we were attempting to project was complex but for us
well for me, it was entrepreneurial in the "psst... need a new watch or silk
stockings" sense. The "hard" spivvy image (and the talk that went with it), was

consciously orchestrated as counter fashion (remember, at the time the frills of ne
romanticism were in popular vogue), a marketing strategy, and was intended to
install some confidence in ourselves and the bands we managed. Unconsciously, we
probably needed this "tough" and supposedly sophisticated exterior to cover our
immaturity, inexperience and occasional fear when dealing with some of the
actually nefarious gig promoters and the like that abound in the music industry.
Whatever else we were doing, we were very definitely projecting a self-identity
through our talk and acts.

And this is what this thesis is about. Its purpose is to examine the manner in whic
people express and project their self-identities. As will become apparent the

approach adopted in this thesis sees self-identity (or at least its social aspects)
something that people create through narrative expression: in talking to and with

others about themselves, others and the things they do. In addition, because people
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talk about themselves in relation to other people, things and institutions, the
narrative expression of self-identity is inherently contextual. Thus, this thesis is
focussed on the contexts in which narratives about self-identity are spoken.

The first page and a half of this thesis is a narrative about how I perceive who I was
in the past. Within the story are many contexts in which I am placing myself
through my narrative. I adopt a stance to the institution of work; the importance of
artistic and entrepreneurial expression; I express desires about self-fulfilment; I
comment on the importance of the way people look and how this can create
perceptions of power and control, and so on. Through my beginning with a story, I
have also established some cultural and contextual empathy with you the reader: I

have established an age (a teenager at the time of punk), a cultural sensibility (punk
counter-culture, seventies football, swinging sixties gangsterism), and my personal
experience with entrepreneurial creativity. This part narrative is awash with
individual and contextual narratives of self-identity.

This thesis is not about my identity however.1 The research presented in this thesis
is about Paul and John, who are also entrepreneurs. You will get to know these two
individuals well over the coming pages. Paul and John are the research subjects of
this thesis. Though others - their assistants Will and Mark, their business partners,

and others in their work and life histories - feature in the tale I tell, the analytic
focus is resolutely on them and their work self-identities.

1

Though in a deeper and obvious sense it is, in that this thesis is an important sta

expression of my professional status as an academic. How I express my own self-identi
often a point of reference throughout this thesis, and especially in Chapter 3.
13

W h o are these people then? Simply, they are two entrepreneurs w h o run a small

firm in the port fendering business. Prior to starting their firm, 'Fenderco', they
worked together for Harbourco/HarbourcoCorp (which it became after a large
north European corporation had bought out the company) for a number of years.
Fenderco is a small joint venture firm with larger and corporate partners based in
Europe and Australia. The company is responsible for designing and selling

fendering equipment: large steel and rubber structures that are designed to stop s
hulls and wharf sides from being damaged in berthing procedures. Fenderco is
based in Maltonbury, a small and fictitiously named market town in "middle
England", in which the fieldwork which provides the empirical material for this
thesis was conducted. For now however, this is enough about Paul and John.

Getting to know the research subjects is just one small aspect of this introductory
chapter. There are other things which need to be discussed too.

This introductory chapter is organised in the following manner. In the next section

the various purposes and the scope of this thesis is discussed. This includes a br

elaboration of the topic and how it constitutes and contributes novel and interest
knowledge to the academic disciplines in which it is situated. Some indication is
also given as to how the empirical research was conducted. Some basic terms are
also characterised. And finally the thesis structure is outlined.
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Purpose and scope of thesis

This section introduces the research topic, empirical approach, highlights the fo
of the intellectual contribution I am making and to which province of academic
knowledge it is offered.

Doctoral research serves a variety of purposes. Predominately it is a rite of pas

and a professional induction. Part of the professional requirements of becoming a

academic involves the doctoral candidate demonstrating that they have contributed
some new and interesting ideas, concepts, theories and facts to their particular
academic discipline.

What is hopefully interesting (and original2) about this thesis is that it offers

mostly theoretical discussions of the narrative construction of self-identity (So

1994; Giddens, 1991; Taylor, 1989) more 'bodied stuff (Geertz, 1973: 23) on which

feed.3 The 'stuff of this thesis - Paul and John - is admittedly somewhat limited
terms of the numbers of research subjects investigated, but the empirical
investigation presented in this thesis is based on ethnographic research. The

2

1 guess any story however banal or clich.d will have its new aspects, if for no

that the context and setting in which the story is told will necessarily differ.

no guarantee of a story being deemed interesting. Being interesting is in my mind
important than being original.
3

Previously, as far as I am aware, only Kondo's (1990) work has focussed on self

small business activity in a similar way to this thesis. This and much other broa
organisationally relevant work (Karreman and Alvesson, 2001; Alvesson, 1994, for

are drawn upon later and throughout this study. I am i\ot claiming that my work i
bodied stuff available.
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contribution I m a k e therefore is not at the level of aggregated facts. Rather, it is in

the form of describing, clarifying and creating a vocabulary for certain processes: as
Taylor has written I am making explicit 'the self-understandings which constitute
our social life' (1989: 105). This thesis can be broadly described therefore as
empirically informed theorising.

As with many an ethnographic investigation the specific focus - in this case on the
processes of narrative self-identity construction and maintenance - was not planned

from the outset. Initially, as I explain at length in the next chapter, I was interest
in the processes of how owner-managers in small firms learn and use knowledge
(Down, 1999a). Given the general paucity of long-term qualitative research into
small businesses and the people who work in and run them4, there was a wealth of
potentially interesting topics of study that could have emerged from the research,
including the original "learning" objectives. As the fieldwork and my thinking
developed however, what Paul and John said, and the way they talked about
themselves, suggested that learning and their use of knowledge was not the most
interesting aspect of the research. Related literature (Lave and Wenger, 1991)
indicated that learning and self-identity were anyway inter-linked and that the
empirical materials I had collected through observation and interviews could say

4

See for instance Burrows and Curran w h o argue that 'it is still necessary for the topic [small

scale economic activity] to become a more central part of the wider sociology of econo

life', and that there has been 'only limited attempts to realise the potential of more

research designs' (1989: 28, 31; Caulkins, 1988: 30; Curran and Burrows, 1987: 8; and M

1998: 635, also stress the limited degree of in-depth qualitative research in this area
16

m u c h about h o w Paul and John constructed and maintained a coherent and
consistent sense of who they were.

Specifically, two forms of narrative emerged as relevant and useful characterisations
of what was seen and heard at Fenderco. There were those stories that Paul and
John told about themselves: the events and experiences of their lives. This is what

Somers calls ontological or self-narrative (1994: 620). There were also the public or
cultural narratives used in their talk. These refer to 'those narratives attached to
cultural and institutional formations larger than the single individual, [and] to

intersubjective networks or institutions' (ibid.: 619). Moreover, Somers7 approach, in
recognising that self-identity is made up of a variety of different narratives, also
emphasises the social contexts in which stories are made and used. She identifies
these as the narrative, temporal, spatial and relational contexts of self-identity.

This thesis responds to the challenge she sets: that social science needs to 'devise
vocabulary that we can use to reconstruct and plot over time and space the

ontological narratives and relationships of historical actors, the public and cultura
narratives that inform their lives, and the crucial intersection of these narratives
with the other relevant social forces' (1994: 620). By addressing both narrative and
the social contexts in which they are spoken in this thesis, a clear and useful
vocabulary describing the processes inherent in creating self-identity is achieved.
This is the overall purpose of the work presented here. It is to understand how the

self-identities of Paul and John "work" in practice: to make explicit some of the sel
identity construction and maintenance processes which take place in narrative,
temporal, spatial and relational contexts found in Fenderco.
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In so doing this work obviously fills certain "gaps" in achieving its claim to n e w

knowledge. The specific omissions and deficiencies of previous research can wait for
the following chapters. What might be useful now however, having identified the
broad purpose of this thesis, is to identify which academic disciplines might be
interested.

That this identification is necessary is testament to the increasing specialisation
professional practice in many areas of expertise. There are many academic

disciplines that would totally reject the assumptions - or more likely, not understa
the importance, meaning or relevance of the work - about individual human beings
this thesis makes. Later in the next chapter I acknowledge that the genetic and
psychological basis for knowing who we are, are important but a different matter

from how self-identity is socially constructed. What I am referring to here, of cour
is the way in which academic knowledge is paradigmatically organised.

I take an eclectic rather than a dogmatic view of commensurability and feel, like

Richard Rorty's view of political purity, that its theoretical brethren in the socia
sciences is often an immature indulgence (1998: 117) which creates much
misunderstanding, to say nothing of unnecessary and circular debate. But
nevertheless, this work is situated within, intended for, and articulated with its
assumptions in mind, a largely sociological audience. More exactly, this thesis

operates within the organisational studies field. And a glance at my list of referen
- something that you, the reader, would have already done, no doubt - will show
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where I have situated myself within the disciplines and sub-disciplines that study
work and organisations.

But in many ways all this really means is that I am trading in fashions (like I did
when I managed bands) and telling of society in a particular way (Becker, 1986b).

But to produce intelligible, situated and legitimate knowledge the researcher/write
and the reader need at least to understand which paradigm is being operated
within. We both need to understand and agree on a few 'very basic, taken-forgranted understandings that form a frame for the conduct of "normal science"'

(Giddens, 1976:136). Hopefully, from what has been written so far - I feel as though
I have just handed out my intellectual "business card" - this is now clear.

Some basic definitions
However, there is much no doubt, which remains unclear. In addition to simply
stating what the topic and contribution is, and which academic disciplines are
considered relevant to the problem (as I have done above), the manner in which
certain basic ideas, concepts and words are defined needs to be addressed. In this
way, further boundaries framing this thesis and the claim to knowledge it makes
can of necessity be put in place.

And first, before making a beginning at characterising some of those basic
definitions, a general point should be made. The ideas and explanations contained

in this thesis do not offer an abstract theory or technical vocabulary for explaini
its topic. The analysis and description in this thesis draws on the '"mutual
knowledge"' that 'represents] the interpretative schemes which both sociologists
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and laymen use, and must use, to "make sense" of social activity [and] generate

"recognisable" characterisations of it' (Giddens, 1976: 161). Hence, neither abstrac
scientism, nor arcane and baroque theoretical deconstruction of everyday terms,
only to use them anyway, features in this work.

There is a need however, to engage with definitional debates and avoid the oversimplification that lay terms are often dammed for in academic narratives. Thus,

there are three aspects of this thesis which need to be at least provisionally defi
These are: what I mean by naming Paul and John entrepreneurs, what is meant by
narrative, and what is meant by self-identity.

The last of these will be dealt with first and simply by saying that it is addressed
detail in Chapter 2. For now the limited and perfunctory understanding that it is
something that individuals create through narrative expression in various social
contexts, that was sketched above, will suffice.

What does need some limited clarification however, relates to what is meant by
characterising Paul and John as entrepreneurs. The most important aspect of this
particular definitional quagmire (see Dibben, 2000: 269, for a short and wise

discussion of the 'facile debate' over these definitional issues) is that it should
immediately sidestepped. Thankfully the distinction between the terms small
business, owner-managers, managers, entrepreneurs and so forth is not a
particularly important one in this thesis, beyond their having the status of 'whateverybody-knows' (Silverman, 1970: 6). In order to address the problem of
understanding the narrative processes of self-identity it is not necessary to have
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firm and static definition of social roles or categories. I a m not interested in what
Paul and John really are because I argue that what they really are is something

they construct from a combination of the available ontological and public narrati
That they do claim to be entrepreneurs and define aspects of their self-identity
this way is what is relevant in this thesis (some of the attributes of how they
themselves as entrepreneurs are discussed in Chapter 4 Cliches). It is how they
narratively go about using talk about being an entrepreneur that interests this
investigation.

Finally, the term narrative is used to refer to that which is spoken and forms a

or part thereof. An alternative term, 'discursive practice' (Collinson, 1992) is,
reading at least, broader and more inclusive5 in its approach to human utterance.

Empirically, the term narrative also implies a focus upon the linked and holistic

aspects of human speech and action, rather than the much more detailed and minute
examination of human speech typified by conversation analysis or semiotics. Thus

in this thesis, and as the discussion of how I use the empirical materials of thi
research in Chapter 3 elaborates, what Paul and John say and do is part of their
story, their self-narrative.

5

Some might say the term is overly inclusive, in that it is associated with the

encompassing term 'discourse'. See Reed (1998) for instance, for a critique of th

term 'discourse' in organisational analysis. Reed implies that language and power

omnipotent and over-bearing aspects of human organisation when viewed through th
totalising concept of discourse. Discursive practice is used on occasion in this
when referring to the broader aspects of human utterance it implies, in contrast
narrative (see also footnote 1, Chapter 2).
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These short outlines are clearly inadequate. The emphasis o n narrative, self-identity
and of what Paul and John are identifying with when they call themselves
entrepreneurs are important and raise variously important theoretical issues. Some
of these debates are engaged more fully at various points of the thesis. To say more
now would mean a far more elaborate explanation of the approach to self-identity
adopted in this thesis than would be appropriate.

Conclusion and plan of thesis
This chapter has been purposively brief. I have introduced the broad purpose, the
main characters of the story and pointed out which academic disciplines might find
this work interesting and useful. I have also created some boundaries around my
topic through provisionally characterising some basic terms. The impact and
substance of this thesis however, is very definitely and correctly held within its
depths. Ethnographic research does not tend to discover earth-shattering facts.
Rather insights emerge through the recounting and mediation of the "original"
experience. The reader cannot easily just know what the point is from reading the
introduction and conclusion (though I hope they are nevertheless a reasonable
guide), but must engage with the story as it unfolds.

But unfold it does. Finally therefore, I should outline how this thesis is structured

The next chapter explains the problem this thesis intends to address. It tells the s
of how the focus of this thesis shifted from one of owner-manager learning (Down,

1999a), to narrative self-identity. The reasons for this shift are also explained and
why another study of self-identity is needed. Chapter 2, in addition to explaining
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the purpose and content of the empirically-based Chapters 4-7, also establishes the
approach to thinking about self-identity in this thesis, which, as outlined above,
draws upon the work of Somers (1994) and Giddens (1991). In so doing, the
theoretical and epistemological claims that this thesis makes are made explicit.

Chapter 3 discusses the methods and methodologies by which this research has
been conducted. In addition to simply telling the story of the research, and
establishing the ontological and epistemological bases for seeing the information
that was collected as useful and meaningful, this chapter also addresses some
specific challenges that studying self-identity implies. Thus, my friendship with
Paul, which pre-dates the research, and the nature of researcher-researched

relationships in general (in relation to the narrative construction of self-identity
the role of the researcher and research process in this) are analysed in some
significant depth.

Chapters 4-7 then address in turn four narrative contexts of self-identity. Each
chapter takes a central and dominant theme that emerged from the field work and

data analysis as a specific example of these contexts. Thus, in Chapter 4 Cliches, th
way in which Paul and John used public narratives based on entrepreneurial cliches,
provides an example of how the context of language itself is used. In Chapter 5
Generations, the manner in which they talk about being part of a generation of
engineer managers provides an example of the temporal contexts of self-identity.
Chapter 6 Space, addresses the spatial contexts of how John and Paul construct and

maintain their self-identities. And, Chapter 7 Relationships, looks at the relationa
contexts: the manner in which they discuss and act towards others and each other,
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and the effect this has on h o w they create and maintain a self-identity. The final
Chapter 8 synthesises the themes that emerge throughout the analysis, and assesses
the contribution the thesis makes.

24

Chapter 2 Self-identities of entrepreneurial practice

Introduction
Having established some of the basic purpose, assumptions, generalities and the

nature and characters of the "story" in the previous chapter, the thesis now turns to
more detailed matters. The overarching rationale of this chapter is to identify and
determine the problem this thesis is seeking to address: why should I have spent the

last five years of my life variously talking with, thinking and writing about Paul an

John; why, indeed, should you, the reader care? This chapter will seek to answer this
question. Specifically, the purpose of this chapter is threefold.

Firstly something of the intellectual and analytical history of the ideas presented
concepts developed need to be articulated: in order to understand, locate and use
ideas and concepts there is a need to know where they fit in relation to others. To
arrive at a thesis the student needs to be able to make the difficult decision, when
faced with diverging conceptual paths, of choosing one over the other, knowing that
once chosen one can't go back without a fair degree of heartache and deep sighing.
The original purpose and problems of this research became just such a redundant

path in the light of actually doing the research. This section also discusses some of

the debates and "gaps" in our research which led to this project. This section is not
comprehensive survey and classification of the literature and research on identity
and entrepreneurship (a thesis in itself). The purpose of this chapter is to map out
the research problem and how it will be addressed. To indulge in lengthy critiques

of peripherally related but irrelevant debates and literatures would divert attentio
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f r o m the central issues at hand. 1 This first section therefore discusses the internally
and externally derived rationales for this research. However, in practice there is little

1

Earlier versions of this chapter included lengthy discussion of three peripherally relevant

literatures. The first is the contribution to an understanding of the contexts of
entrepreneurialism provided by the 'enterprise culture' (Curran and Stanworth, 1984; Keat
and Abercrombie, 1990; Curran, 1990; Goss, 1991; Burrows, 1991; Curran and Blackburn,

1991; 1994; Gray, 1998, have all contributed to this debate) and the 'discourse of enterprise
(Fournier and Grey, 1999; du Gay, 2000; and Cohen and Musson 2000: 31, are just some

examples of this very active discussion). Whilst these debates are of general interest, the l

of analysis is focussed on shifts in the overall characteristics of organisational and social
specifically whether or not organisations and society are more or less entrepreneurial as a
result of structural and discursive changes in toto (elsewhere using empirical material from
this thesis I engage in a critique of the discourse of enterprise more directly - Down and
Reveley, 2003). The second positioned this research in relation to the theoretical and
methodological foundations of discourse analysis (Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Shorter and
Gergen, 1989; Shorter, 1993; Potter, 1996; Antaki and Widdicombe, 1998) and its
organisational followers (Grant and Oswick, 1996; Grant, Keenoy, and Oswick, 1998), and
suggested in a review of the development of discursive approaches to studying work and
organisations, that a more pragmatic and inclusive approach to language and identity was

required to address the contextuality inherent in this thesis. For these reasons - and becaus

narrative implies a "storied" element to the talk, whereas discursive practices refers to mor

general speech practices - the term narrative is preferred over discourse or discursive, exce
when an allusion to these broader issues is intended. Significant elements of these debates
are considered in Chapter 3 and 4. A third section included an extended discussion of how
this thesis "fills the gap" of in-depth qualitative and ethnographic research into smaller
organisations and contributes to a growing body of literature (Hobbs, 1988; Anderson,
Hughes and Sharrock, 1989; Scase and Goffee, 1980; 1982; Rainnie, 1989; Moule, 1998; Ram,
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separation of the "internal" and "external" generation of ideas, concepts and theory.
Throughout this thesis the continuous interplay between my own ideas about the
material gathered from doing the field work - of being present and co-present in a
social reality - and the ideas of others who have done the same or similar, is
profoundly dynamic and inevitably apparent: there is no atheoretical knowledge

(Gergen, 1978; Giddens, 1976:135). Thus, there is a need, which this section meets, a
in any piece of scholarship, to explicitly acknowledge and discuss the influence of
other ideas about identity and entrepreneurship on the development of my own.

The second and crucial section then establishes the research problems that
eventually emerged from the research and analysis, provides brief summaries of the
substance and purpose of each empirical chapter, and gives an answer to why selfidentity became the analytical focus of this thesis.

Finally, in the third section I discuss the manner in which self-identity is theorise
and applied in this thesis, and explain why the particular terminological and
theoretical environment was selected in place of other potential approaches. In
addition to discussing the overall theoretical approach to self-identity, I discuss
status of the theory and the more specific concepts that accompany each empirical
chapter. Beyond the aforementioned brief discussion of those chapters in the second
section, these specific concepts themselves are not presented and developed in this
chapter, except as they relate to the theoretical framework. The explanatory

1994; 1999a; 1999b; Ram and Holliday,1993; Holliday, 1995; Kondo, 1990). This discussi
now located in Chapter 3.
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framework presented in this chapter combine to draw the empirical foci of Chapters
4-7 together into a thesis.

In this chapter I thus discuss many aspects of self-identity that are relevant, and a
construct arguments that dispense with certain other aspects. It thus provides a
theoretical space - a systematic and explanatory scheme - in which to discuss my
field experiences and what I experienced there. However, the general approach to

self-identity explained in this chapter is that it is situated, embodied and explica
largely in the actual experiences and language of people. Hence, this chapter does
not meet and resolve the challenges it sets: the rest of the thesis does that. This
recognises the implications of Kondo's anthropologically-based work which sought
to collapse the binary distinction between empirical reality and theory (1990: 8). In
other words concepts and theory are embedded in the events and reality of accounts.
Thus, though an understanding of ontological and epistemological orientations, a
definite sense of what is meant when I write about self-identity, and a sense of what
each of the empirical chapters will contribute to the framework, and why, will
become apparent in this chapter, the theory of self-identity will also be very much
embedded in those chapters. Each of the empirical chapters therefore provides the
context in which the self-identities of Paul, John and the others take place. These

contexts (narrative, temporal, spatial and relational, Somers, 1994) are not optional
investigating identity: the way that self-identity is rendered in this thesis means

it is not separable (theoretically or otherwise) from "where" it takes place. This al
follows Somers who argues that 'we must reject the decoupling of action from
ontology, and instead accept that some notion of social being and social identity is,
[...], incorporated into each and every knowledge-statement about action, agency,
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and behaviour' (1994: 615, see also 622). The approach also seeks to follow the spirit

of recent social theoretical attempts (Giddens, 1984; Bourdieu, 1977) to see agency
and structure as parts of the same phenomena, but whilst avoiding any
programmatic 'use' of grand theory (Becker, 1986a: 135).

Genesis and transposition
If when I started this research a colleague had said that I would end up writing a

largely sociological thesis about self-identity, I would have been mildly surprise

Mildly, because I was, of course, well aware of the propensity of ethnographic or i
depth qualitative research to shift focus (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983: 175;
Kondo, 1990: 22-23, also provides an example of this in practice). The original

intentions of the thesis were rooted in the sub-discipline of small business studi
and aimed at adding to our understanding of the role of government policy on the
learning and development of small business owner-managers.

Hence, the beginnings of this thesis can be found in the topic of my Masters thesis
the University of Warwick. The focus of this work (ultimately published as Down
and Bresnen, 1997) was on the UK Training Enterprise Council (TEC) policy
framework for the support of small firms. There was much discussion (Peck, 1991;
Bennett, Wicks, and McCoshan, 1994; Vickerstaff and Parker, 1995; Curran and
Blackburn, 1994; Down and Bresnen, 1997) about the ability and appropriateness of
the TEC regime, which had as a main focus the training of the unemployed, to
provide a useful and effective enterprise support service. Eventually a chain of

Business Links, the creation of which itself arguably implied that the criticism of
TEC's enterprise support role was valid, was set up specifically to address these
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perceived needs (Lean, D o w n , and Sadler-Smith, 1999a; 1999b; Hutchinson, Foley,
and Oztel, 1996; Jones, 1996). Through my investigation of the policy frameworks
and the minutia of how TECs actually provided enterprise support (Down and
Bresnen, 1997) I became interested in the learning or knowledge needs of small
firms.

The assumption underlying extant policies was that small firms lacked managerial
and other skills and that government had a social and economic responsibility to
provide them (Down and Lean, 1999). There was a good deal of evidence to suggest

that the first part of this assumption is essentially correct: that the level of f
education and skills apparent in the managers and employees in smaller firms was
in some way "low" (Stanworth and Gray, 1991; Vickerstaff, 1992; Goss and Jones,

1992) compared to larger organisations and smaller firms in other nations. However
the nature of knowledge and skill use in smaller firms was an under-researched
aspect of the debate (Gibb, 1997; Storey and Westhead, 1994). Moreover, though
formal education was "low" in small firm environments, "on-the-job" learning and
knowledge was perhaps more important and appropriate to small firm success, and
therefore low formalisation was not such a problem to firm and overall economic
success. If this was the case policy intended to support enterprise should orient

initiatives in enhancing the skills of managers and employees in small firms towa
the largely internal and informal nature of the knowledge and skill environment.
This type of policy orientation would also tend to sidestep the well known more

practical limitations which forestall a significant uptake of formalised educatio
small firms (e.g. lack of time, geographical distance from supply, "poaching" and
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over-generalised and thus inappropriate knowledge of suppliers, Stanworth and
Gray 1991; Westhead and Storey 1996).

Consequently therefore, understanding more about how owner-managers and
employees in small firms actually go about learning "on-the-job", where the
knowledge came from, how it was used, and so on, became an important research
objective (Gibb, 1997; Storey and Westhead, 1994). The original objective of the
research was therefore to understand more about how owner-managers learn
(Down, 1999a). Once a greater understanding about how owner-managers went
about learning had been reached, it was hoped that recommendations for the
formation of enterprise support policies would be made. The research proposed that
small firm owner-manager's skills and knowledge develop largely through their
existing social relationships within their organisations and with other businesses
organisations in a network of relations. As such therefore the "types" of learning
that seemed most relevant to the pursuit of this aim were the situated, contextual
and largely social learning processes (Lave and Wenger, 1991).

This decision to adopt a socialised understanding of learning, plus the existing

prescriptions for a need for in-depth qualitative research in this area (Gibb, 1997)

had significant implications for the design of the research. However, to suggest th

the design of the research was solely the result of topic selection would be false.

will be discussed in detail in the next chapter the opportunity to conduct an in-de
and long-term case study into Fenderco presented itself early on once the decision
undertake doctoral research had been made. Thus the access opportunity provided
an arena for the examination of a wide range of potential topics. Therefore, though
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the research design described in D o w n (1999a) would certainly have provided
answers to the questions it asked about owner-manager learning, there were other
issues which also suggested that the general research opportunity was worth
pursuing. Chief among these was the general paucity of long-term qualitative
investigation of small firms. In other words, and as it turned out, even if the
empirical material that emerged from the study of owner-manager learning proved

not to be the most significant aspect of the study, it was likely that the thesis w
meet the requirements of providing new and interesting knowledge in other ways.

But I am getting ahead of myself. The crucial issue now is why and how did the

focus of the study shift from learning to identity? Even as I was putting the finis
touches to the paper which outlined the arguments of the intended thesis (ibid.), I
was aware that the focus had already shifted. During the field work I became
increasingly aware that other themes had become as important as learning. These
themes related to how Paul and John felt and talked about themselves, how the
different spaces they inhabited, their conversations and thoughts about the past,
present and future, and their interrelationships with others were linked to their
sense of who they were. How they learnt was but a single research theme and just
one part of who they were: the data suggested that explaining Paul and John's
identities at work was a more relevant objective.

Even in the original formulation of the thesis however, the importance of identity
was recognised. A key aspect of the initial research concerned the way that
'managers are not only managers, but may also be patriarchs, patriots and

professionals, capable at work of drawing resources and inspiration from all of the
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social identities' (Whittington, 1992, cited in D o w n , 1999a: 270). That is, managers
can and do draw on identity resources from social contexts outside the immediate
organisational environment in their attempts to understand and learn about what is
taking place within them.

However, despite these important analytical antecedents the main reason for a wider
more identity-focused purview for the study was because of what the data was
telling me, and the way in which it eventually became organised, themed and
classified. For example2, initially and naturally the data was organised from the
perspective of learning as the central issue. As the empirical materials were
analysed, however, the themes and categories themselves took on more significance.

Eventually these themes began to point to a self-identity, not a learning, focus. Thu
for example, whilst the theme of generations emerged through an understanding of
the apprentice/master 'learning' relationship (Lave and Wenger, 1991), the
implications of the generational relationships Paul and John talked of suggested
much more about who they thought they were than simply how they learnt. In other
words, Paul and John did much more with their narratives of generational relations
than explain what, how and from whom they learnt. Learning as a generic
theoretical object and umbrella-concept for the thesis was simply too narrow and

failed to explain the 'reality' I was interpreting. At the practical and data organi

level then it seemed appropriate to reprioritise the thematic categories and focus o

2

These issues of how the research was conducted are of course engaged more fully in the

next chapter, the purpose here merely being illustrative of how the analytical focus
developed.
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the emerging issues of self-identity (these themes will be briefly elaborated and
transposed into research problems in the next section).3

The shift from learning to self-identity was however a gradual one (as indeed was
the emergence of the thematic categories), and came out of the separate analysis of
each data theme and empirically based chapter (much of the initial data analysis and
theoretical development took the form of conference papers - Down and Taylor,
2000; Down, 2000). The problems and thesis presented in the next two sections and
throughout this work have therefore emerged out of the unavoidable and inevitable
interplay between theorising and analysis of empirical data. This interplay is an
uncertain process, and dependent on how I, the author, interprets and presents it, as
well as how you, the reader, reads it. The degree to which a unified "thesis" is
achieved must, in reality, be a tortuous process for many a researcher working with
qualitative methodologies. Indeed, whilst this thesis obviously represents some

attempt to fix and attached pattern and order to a social milieu (social science itsel
based on the assumption that there are meaningful patterns in society, Silverman,
1970: 8), this patterning and coherence that I lay over 'the liveliness and complexity
of everyday life' (Kondo, 1990: 8), is nevertheless an assumption and a construction.

3

This is not to say that this learning material is not useful or that it is not going to be used in

this thesis: Indeed the links between learning and identity are important (Lave and Wen

1991). Rather, that the original conceptualisation of learning-as-umbrella-concept cruci
limited the potential of the study.
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Towards a problem: Why identity?
To start to explain what the research problem is and why, is not to post hoc

rationalise and to suggest that this is what I should always have been researching. It

is merely to bring the investigation into some degree of coherence: it is to provide a
logical access point and structuring device to the investigation. Moreover, to say
simply that the themes described below emerged from the data analysis is also a
simplification, though they nevertheless did. And, without precluding the
methodological discussion that follows this chapter, the process of thematic
emergence has a form and required that choices and decisions be made. It is a
description of those choices and decisions that is the focus of this section.

Initially the information gathered was read, re-read, analysed (I guess analysed
means "pondered on and thought about the data more or less systematically,
arranged and sorted, re-arranged and re-sorted" and so on) and was eventually
coded and structured thematically into four areas, each of which had a variety of
coded sub-themes. These four thematic areas were space/ time/ aesthetics,
interpersonal relationships, learning/meaning, and entrepreneurial metaphors,
cliches and truisms. Eventually through the aforementioned writing and analysis,

four related themes emerged into their final form (at least for this thesis; ideas, li

society, are anything but fixed "out there"). These are Cliches (Chapter 4), Generation
(Chapter 5), Space (Chapter 6) and Relationships (Chapter 7).4 Each of the four

empirical chapters describe and analyse the individual orientation, talk and action of

4

The generational aspects of the study were initially a sub-theme of learning, but as

study developed and learning as a core theme was jettisoned, generations became a key
theme itself.
35

social activity which takes place in particular self-identity contexts. These have been

described by Margaret Somers as the narrative, temporal, spatial and relational contex
of self-identity, and she argues that any analysis of identity-formation must include

an appreciation of all these contexts (1994: 620, 626). It is her theoretical framework
which forms the foundation for this thesis and is elaborated later in this chapter.
Thus, Paul and John would talk about acting, and act, in certain distinct (physical)

spaces; they would talk about certain acts in time, with specific certain others and in
certain language forms. These contexts (be they narratively, temporally, spatially or
relationally based) are the social arenas in which Paul and John act out who they are.

Thus, to understand how people form and maintain their self-identities is a both an
enormous and a complex issue (Jenkins, 1996 provides a useful overview of the
whole topic), and where (i.e. the contexts) identity "work" takes place is but one
aspect. It is an important aspect however, and one that generates the research
problems that follow below. For now the theoretical naivety with which self-identity

is and has previously been discussed in this thesis will continue in order to facilita
clarity. It is in the following section, which discusses the relevant literatures that
provide the analytical and theoretical background to the problems I set out below,
that the theoretical options available for thinking about identity are discussed.

Chapters 4-7 will therefore seek to examine the following problems:
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Chapter 4 Cliches5 discusses the use of cliched narrative practices that were heard
and observed at Fenderco. The role of language in forming and maintaining identity
is complex and contested, but a majority of writers would cede language a central
place (Strauss, 1959: 15; Giddens, 1991; Somers, 1994; Jenkins, 1996; Rose, 1996). On
remembering, reading and thinking and about the material I had gathered I was
struck by the way that Paul and John would talk in certain consistent and pervasive
ways. They both, unsurprisingly, "talked the talk" of the entrepreneur, as well as
actually running their firm. For reasons which will become apparent, their talk often
seemed entrepreneurially cliched despite the essentially mundane reality (my
reality, my interpretation) of what they seemed to be talking about. The
entrepreneurial cliched narrative that they engaged in, it seemed to me, was an
important process in the way they formed and maintained their entrepreneurial and
work identities. Certain features - which are introduced in Chapter 4 - of the use of
cliches provide an insight, I argue, into how the narrative processes of identity
formation and maintenance take place. Chapter 4 therefore seeks to address the

problem of how certain specific narrative practices, specifically cliches, are used to
construct and maintain Paul and John's self-identities, and, with what consequences.

Chapter 5 Generations discusses how Paul and John talk about how they got to be the
people they are now. This mostly involves how they regard themselves and their
position in their own generation of industry professionals or community of practice
(Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). In the stories they told they would talk

5

Clich. is taken to mean not just the use of certain stock phrases, but also the broa

of the word as describing a certain way of talking or doing. This is obviously explai
justified in Chapter 4.
37

often about themselves being part of a younger generation working against the 'old
farts' who were their previous employers, or the 'bosses' of their current joint
venture. The notion of generations has been used by others recently to show how
people at work identify with people of similar age and/or seniority against groups
of others with different age and/ or organisational experience (Parker, 2000; Pialoux,
and Beaud, 2000). This chapter discusses the generational aspects of self-identity
formation and maintenance. However, as the analysis of generational self-identity is
asking questions about how individual's view the past, the purview of the chapter is
also therefore broadly aimed at illuminating temporal aspects of self-identity. As

such, key aspects of Paul and John's generational affiliations and encounters relate t

their sense of entrepreneurial identity: in other words they perceive their past, pres
and future typically through entrepreneurial lenses. Thus, specifically the chapter
seeks to address the problem of how their talk and thinking about - and related

actions to - the past, present and future, are used to construct and maintain their sel
identities.

Chapter 6 Space addresses where Paul and John's identities are spatially situated,

and looks at the influences and implications of that spatiality. The chief focus of the
chapter is on how physical space (or 'material spatial practices', Harvey, 1990: 218)
occupied and used by individuals with identities, and how those different spaces
interact with and influence the formation, maintenance and characteristics of
individual identity. However, the interplay of different types of spaces (physical,
mental and social spaces: Harvey, 1990: 218-219; Lefebvre, 1994: 38-39) and their
different influences on identity are also considered. More specifically, because so
much of the research and Fenderco's business activities took place in physically
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close-by locations outside the business office (such as the p u b and homes), the effect
of spatial proximity, (that is, nearness and distance) are key considerations in
understanding the processes of identity formation and maintenance. For example,
when visiting construction sites where Fenderco was a small contractor, the way that
John and Paul presented themselves was somehow less entrepreneurial compared
with their performances (Goffman, 1959) nearer home. Moreover, the proximate
region of the local pub also provided an alternative arena with which to present the

self: specifically providing a ritualised stage for role distancing identity work (Dow
and Taylor, 2000; Goffman, 1961). The key problem this chapter seeks to address is
therefore how the spatial regionality (Giddens, 1984: 110-161) of their talk and

activities - especially the proximate regions - effect the formation and maintenance o
their self-identities.

Without other people the notion of identity is somewhat redundant; to have an

identity is to be identifiable (Jenkins, 1996: 3-4). Thus in Chapter 7 Relationships t
way that Paul and John interact with each other and significant others is analysed.

Social interaction is therefore, another context where self-identity can be found. Pau
and John's friendship and their interaction with their assistants, Mark and Will,
follows certain patterns and serves specific roles in the formation and maintenance

of their self-identities, and their dominant entrepreneurial self-identity at work als
effects the nature of those relations. For instance, I will argue that in adopting a
specifically entrepreneurial self-identity the owner-managers mutually support each
other, and co-opt the compliance and cooperation of their assistants, in particular
strategies for attaining a stable and secure sense of themselves (Collinson, 1992;
Giddens, 1991). This strategy relates to the way that, in choosing an entrepreneurial
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identity they, inter alia, set themselves in opposition to s o m e of the impersonal forces
of modernity (ibid.): against such institutional embodiments as bureaucratic
corporations (this is oppositionalism is also discussed in Chapter 4). This general
individualistic and oppositional stance produces certain consequences to their
relationships with each other and others at work. Their interactional strategy of
reducing anxiety and ontological insecurity (and the meeting of other needs) is
however based on substituting intimacy. That is, the friendly relations at Fenderco
are, I argue, ersatz relations: substitutes in lieu of the inability (because of the
demands of their work and their entrepreneurial self-identity) to create 'pure'
relationships in the workplace (ibid.). Thus the problem of this chapter is how does
John and Paul's interaction with others and their friendship with each other relate to
their sense of self-identity.

It should be obvious even from these extremely brief descriptions that each chapter
investigates a specific aspect of some general sociological contextual conditions:
language, temporality, spatiality and relational interaction respectively. Each of
these general conditions have deep and complex relationships to identity. The
purpose of these chapters therefore is to provide specific examples in two senses:

firstly, at the level of the real observed world, I present a case study of real people
and situations; secondly, they provide specific and focussed examples of these
general sociological contextual conditions. Thus, rather than trying to assess and
construct a theoretical contribution from all the types and categories of language
used in Fenderco, a specific element of language is addressed (i.e. cliches). And,
rather than examining all the temporal aspects of identity in Fenderco, the examples
of generational encounters are analysed, etc. This use of examples is necessary given
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the limitations of the single case I describe in this thesis, in that one case study
would be unlikely to display all the possible language influences on identity (e.g.
discursive practices of ideology, rhetoric, metaphor, etc.). But also more importantly,

as the main targets are processes of self-identity, and not language, temporality, etc.

it is necessary, I think, to focus on specific aspects of language, temporality, spatia
and relational interaction in detail to really say something substantial about the

processes of self-identity in Fenderco. The point is that though the contribution of th

thesis is largely at the theoretical level - in that it attempts to elaborate and exten
the conceptual vocabulary describing the various contextual processes of selfidentity formation and maintenance - it is achieved through the explanation and
interpretation of things that have happened and stories that have been told: people
that exist, and, in my mind, self-identities that need explaining. I hope therefore to
avoid the failure of grand theorists who 'never, [...], get down from higher

generalities to problems in their historical and structural contexts' (Mills, 1959: 32)

There is of course another order of problems that need to be formulated. I have
presented the various analytical contexts in which self-identity will be examined in
Fenderco, and certain problems have been generated. Now - and I have only made

the most tentative of implications thus far - I need to articulate what the overall aim

in relation to self-identity are. As implied above these aims are essentially limited:
is to understand certain specific processes that have emerged from my empirical

study. This study is not about identity. It is about the way that Paul and John create,
develop and maintain their self-identities, the consequences this has for, and interrelationships with, action and practice, and the social meaning of this activity, this
identity "work". In the next section the vast scope of what one could discuss about
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identity will b e c o m e apparent, and the place of w h a t I have investigated will be
more specifically ascertained. However, the various chapters sketched above do add
up and create a related and distinct whole: I have a thesis.

The answer, therefore, to the question "why identity?" is twofold. The first and
foremost reason is because I am interested in, and the way I have defined and
organised the experiences of doing the research is largely about, self-identity. This
specifically involves how these individuals think and talk about themselves as
entrepreneurs (though it does not exclude the other self-identities they use and
exhibit): what the relationship is between an entrepreneurial self-identity and the
manner in which they talk (Chapter 4); the way they think and talk about the past
(Chapter 5); the way they occupy and use physical space (Chapter 6); and the way
they interact with others (Chapter 7). And, vice versa, how these different contexts
effect a specifically entrepreneurial self-identity.

The second reason is less about the topic and more about the structure of the thesis:

it is because the concept of self-identity as I understand it - even in its current naive
form - provides for a degree of coherence to the various processes described and
analysed in this study. Overall then the purpose of this thesis is to understand how the

self-identities of Paul and John work in practice: what are some of the narrative, tempor
spatial and relational processes that make up the self-identities found in Pender col

Self-Identity^
6

Though the terms self-identity and identity are used interchangeably hereafter, it is o

avoid unnecessary repetition of the first term. Thus except when I use self-identity or
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This final section discusses s o m e of the concepts this thesis uses and h o w they relate
to the sociological and organisational literature on identity. This engagement with
the literature is important, not in the banal sense of ordering and surveying the
literature to demonstrate ones learning (Becker, 1986a), but rather to ground the
concepts I use on relevant and extant understanding. Thus what comes below does
not in anyway follow or chart the twists and turns that the concept of identity has
taken. Rather, a specific point is taken as relevant and thereafter pursued.

Until now identity has been used in a rather general fashion, now a more precise
definition is needed. This is not merely to assuage indistinction or to sloth after
convention. A definition can only serve as a starting point to understanding identity,
or anything else. Giving a name to something is the same as knowing it (in that
identifying something requires that it be 'placed within a category', Strauss, 1959:1819). But, to hope to 'fix or describe the meaning of something (Chambers Dictionary,
1993: 442) in a just a sentence or two, though indispensable for scholarship as well as
conducting practical human affairs, belies the complexity and mutable nature of the
relationship between language and ontology. This thesis as a whole, and its role in a
particular and general academic discourse (or 'conceptual narrative', as Somers calls
this, 1994: 620), is a just a small part of a continual process of defining identity.

will use the appropriate prefix (as in political identity). All identities are inherentl

nature 0enkins, 1996: 4). My use of self-identity or identity does not imply that social

of a different order. It merely seeks to emphasise "selfness", 'selfhood' (ibid.: 20), o
understanding' (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000), and avoid comparison with those who use the

term sodal identity to exclusively denote specific and stereotypical social groupings (
gender, sexual preference, ethnicity etc.) (see Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 61).
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Identity must be created or m a d e into an object to become something, to be

explicable. But the "object" does not have an 'essence' in itself: it 'is dependent o

how it is defined by the namer' (Strauss, 1959: 20). Social science itself is a conti
process of defining and naming, with the occasional and partial pauses of breath

when topics are declared defined for reason of intellectual arrogance, exhaustion or
boredom. Even the dictionary, though we might often use it as the final arbiter of
meaning, is an approximation of meaning, as it is actually used and constructed "out
there". As Giddens has noted 'to know the meaning of words is to use them [...]. We

come to know reality not from perceiving it as it is, but as a result of the differe
formed in daily practice. To come to know the meaning of the word "table" is to get
to know what a table is used for, which implies also knowing how the use of a table

differs from other functional objects' (1991: 43). As will become apparent in Chapter

4, this might apply to the "entrepreneur" too: it is defined as much by what it is no
what it is in opposition to - as by what it is.

Thus, individuals (that is, you and me) don't really need or use the various

definitional boundaries of identity that social science creates to be able to live a

make sense of our lives. For most of us it is easy and fluid thing that we do as part
our daily lives. Our compounded nouns and phrases that form sociological concepts
are blunt instruments. Just as with Flaubert's human speech, sociological concepts
are mostly 'like a cracked kettle on which we strum out tunes to make a bear dance,
when we would move the stars to pity' (1975: 203).

It should already be implicitly clear from the preceding discussion that this thesis
concerned with self-identity: the sense of knowing that we are someone, that we can
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identify ourselves as that someone, and that others also identify that self-same
someone. But, to move beyond this given understanding, and as a starting point, I
should like to offer Giddens' definition,

Self-identity is not a distinctive trait, or even a collection of traits, possesse

individual. It is the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of her

biography. [...]. A person's identity is not to be found in behaviour, nor - impo

though this is - in the reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particu
narrative going (1991: 53,54, original emphasis).

Giddens thus stresses the ability to create a story (or many different but related
stories) of one's self, over and above what people do and how they interact with

others (though that they need to interact to have self-identity is indubitably the

I would also add that a capacity to build and maintain a narrative is also depende
on having 'an evaluative framework' which is shaped by 'a set of fundamental
principles and values' (or what Taylor, 1989: 63, calls 'hypergoods'; quote from
Somers discussing Taylor, 1994: 617). The reason for adding this moral imperative
can-best be stated by quoting Taylor,

because we cannot but orient ourselves to the good, and thus determine our place

relative to it and hence determine the direction of our lives, we must inescapably

understand our lives in narrative form, as a "quest". [...].! see these conditions
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connected facets of the same reality, inescapable structural requirements of human
agency (1989: 51-52) ?

Three distinct and underlying facets or conditions of identity are therefore relev

to any discussion: identity as stories being made, identity as interaction with ot

and identity as moral choice. We can add spatial and temporal conditions or contex
discussed above (narrative and relational contexts seem synonymous with the first

two factors; Somers, 1994). Four of these five distinctions (narrative, relational,

temporal) provide an organising framework for this thesis (the fifth, morality, is
addressed explicitly, but some limited discussion is subsumed throughout the

thesis). I am concerned with the processes of how self-identity is produced (making
narratives, interacting, making choices etc.) via the person's interrelationships

interdependencies with these various underlying conditions (the interaction betwee

action and context). In practice, as I have suggested earlier, this distinction bet

processes (what people do/action) and conditions ("where" people do it/context) i
an analytic construct These distinctions are multiply and interdependently
enmeshed as the "space" in which identities are crafted.

7

This is not to say that Giddens ignores morality (1991: 8-9). Far from it. However, he is

perhaps keener to emphasise the space that has emerged between individual action (

sense of self) and 'moral issues' as a result of the institutional rationality of m

Whereas Taylor's position, though similar in respects the narrative, quest-like, na

selfhood, prefers to see self-identity as explicitly and 'inextricably intertwined
'good', or morality (1989: 3).
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A start has been m a d e . Self-identity has been defined. This section needs to do far
more than this, however. In order that the various concepts used to explain the
action/context interaction in each of the chapters, what distinguishes self-identity
needs first to be articulated and unpacked. What follows is therefore a brief
explanation of some other ways of describing this sense of self, and how self-identity

has itself been variously sub-divided, categorised or characterised. Thereafter, in th
conclusion, by way of summarising I elaborate on the intellectual status of the theory
in this chapter and the concepts used in this thesis more generally.

Alternative terms and various other gospels
The purpose of this part is to give some indication of what could be studied on the
topic of self-identity. The objective is not to make an in-depth survey of the many
different terms associated with self-identity, but to simply clarify further what is
meant here when the term is used: it is to show how it 'differs' in Giddens' sense
above (1991: 43). This limited aim means I shall be brief.

Different academic disciplines, historical eras and national traditions have used a
variety of terms to describe what I broadly understand to mean by self-identity. The
self, for instance, has been used for centuries (see Baumeister's brief discussion of
Descartes, Hume, Kant and Dilthey, for instance, 1986: 11-15). It seems to imply a
more abstract and philosophical notion when compared to the use of the more
mundane and utilitarian identity: The self seems far more related to the general state
or concept of individual being. In Casey's work for instance the self is an abstract
and general notion: as in the nature of "all selves" in society as a result of
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industrialism (1995: 51; Rose's, 1996, study has similar aims). Other terms such as the

person (Casey, 1995: 50; Jenkins, 1996: 30), selfhood (ibid.: 20), personhood (Rose, 199
and 'self-understanding' (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000) confuse the issue further (see
also Jenkins, 1996: 51-52; Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 62; Brubaker and Cooper,
2000; and Bendle, 2002, who discuss this terminological confusion).

What is clear is the disciplinary, ontological and epistemological gulf between those
who use personality and identity. Critics of the term personality agree (Davies and
Harre 1991; Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Casey, 1995; Karreman and Alvesson, 2001:

62; Giddens, 1991, above) that its use implies a fixed, unified entity that people have
Casey argues that this conceptualisation in the psychological literature arose largely

as the result of a desire to avoid 'the metaphysical term "self", preferring personalit

which could be rendered 'a visible material object' amenable to 'positivistic scientifi
investigation' (1995: 51). Like Karreman and Alvesson however, there is no need
here to engage with this debate. Their dismissal of 'depth-psychological' identity
issues in favour of a narrower focus on 'work/occupational/organisation based
personal and group identities', which can 'arguably' be understood more through a
socially constructed view of human subjectivity (2001: 63), is also adopted here.
When I write about Paul and John's self-identities it is about how they go about
incorporating (in a narrative, spatial, temporal and relational sense) working in a
small firm and being an entrepreneur (an engineer, etc., whatever) into their sense of
who they are, not the underlying psycho-physiological mechanisms.8 Thus, self-

8

Scientific investigation of the mind, genes and behaviour does seemingly suggest that

are perhaps more of these "mechanisms" which provide psycho-physiological contexts with

which people act in than some sociological theorists would like. The detenninistic extr
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identity as defined above refers to the sense of difference from, a n d similarity with
others, an individual creates for his/herself and for others in spatial, temporal,
relational and narrative contexts.9 And, it is how it is created through these contexts
that is the problem I am trying to explore through my study of Fenderco.

of what can be crudely described as the nature/nurture debate seem particularly unhelpful

given that the likes of Ridley (1999, and presumably the many fellow scientists of the work he
synthesises) concede the interpenetration of genetics/biology and culture/society in
producing these "mechanisms" (or perhaps better "guides"). Even in the sociological
literature there is a given assumption that underlying the identities we create is a psycho-

physiological drive to attain a sense of ontological security and thus avoid existential anxie
These features are seemingly seen as the foundation, or to borrow a phrase used above, the
'depth-psychological' (Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 63), on which we construct our self-

identities. Giddens (1991) argues that this is what underlies identity construction. Collinson
also discusses subjectivity in relation to a foundational search for material and symbolic
security (1992: 29-34). There is, therefore, an implicit concession to some sort of
physiological/psychological/social hierarchy to the production of self-identity, and a
separation between the "mechanical" search for security and the reflexive and "more"
socially constructed domain of motive or value. In other words what takes place largely in
childhood, where the attainment of security and lack of anxiety normally produces a 'natural
attitude' (Giddens, 1991: 36), happens in a different, less reflexive manner.
9

This well understood differentiation between difference and sameness (Jenkins, 1996: 3-4;

Baumeister, 1986: 15-16; Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 61) has until recently produced a
separation of identity into individual/personal identity and social identity, which, as I
explain above, is now thought to be better explained via theories which, in various ways,
seek to synthesise the individual and society under one explanatory framework. As
Karreman and Alvesson note, 'there are no compelling reasons "finally" to resolved [this]
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M o r e intriguing is the use of the term character b y Maclntyre (1981: 26). Whilst his
discussion is similarly focussed on the self and its relationship with modernity and
morality, the description of characters representing the moral dimension of social
roles provides an analytical concept with which to discuss the moral dimension of
self-identity. Maclntyre argues that characters in society are 'those social roles which
provide a culture with its moral definitions' (ibid.: 29), and that the self in the
modern world has lost its traditional boundaries that were originally guaranteed
with the subsumption of the individual with socially ascribed identity (ibid.: 32-3310).

ambiguity of identity. Frankly, it is both potentially fruitful and economical to have a conc
that is capable of addressing sameness and difference at the same time' (2001: 62). This
contrasts with Brubaker and Cooper's (2000) argument that the term identity itself should be
replaced with 'self-understanding' because of its inherent ambiguity. I use the term self-

identity in spite of the possible evidence of "ubiquity fatigue" surrounding its use. Despite

being sympathetic to the theoretical sophistication of Brubaker and Cooper's criticism of the
ambiguity of the term identity and the manner in which it is, they argue, indistinguishable
from its lay use, like other ambiguous terms such as religion, race etc., they are often
nevertheless useful and indispensable in academic practice (Silverman, 1970:13).
10

Giddens (1991) and Berger and Luckmann also see the relative rigidities of traditional

social stratification as excluding problems of identification in comparison to modernity, in

that people in the past were likely to identify closely with their social role: people were v
much were what they objectively seemed (1965:184). Jenkins disagrees. He argues that whilst
our concern with identity may be new (because of the extreme uncertainty and social change

that typifies modernity), the denial of 'the project of the self to people in the past, who ha

their own concerns, is 'at least an overstatement' (1996: 9-10). Jenkins is not suggesting tha
self-identity is historically fixed, only that it is 'nothing new to be self-conscious about
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A s an example he offers such characters as the 'Public School Headmaster, the
Explorer and the Engineer' as partially defining the 'culture of Victorian England'
(ibid.: 26). Though Maclntyre focuses on the bureaucratic manager and others for his
own argument, the entrepreneur or the enterprising individual is, I suggest, also
such a character. As will become apparent in subsequent chapters, Paul and John
draw on the character of the entrepreneur and its associated moral definitions,
through their use of an entrepreneurial cliched narrative, and in the other contexts of
self-identity (space, time, relations), to construct their sense of themselves. That is,
they are not just acting the role of the entrepreneur. They also have a particular

interpretative relationship to the character of that role, which they articulate through
the language they use, and which produces certain moral justifications about action
(past and intended).

It is important here to stress the difference between the notion of social role and selfidentity, and state that they are very definitely not synonymous. Maclntyre himself
makes this clear by noting that "The beliefs that he [a trade-union official] has in his
mind and heart are one thing; the beliefs that his role expresses and presupposes are
quite another' (1981: 28; Cohen and Taylor, 1992: 70, make the same point).
Goffman's discussion of the dramaturgical self and social roles also famously
exploded the conflation of behavioural roles with self-identity (Lemert and
Branaman, 1997: 35-41). This is chiefly because of the aforementioned

identity' (ibid.: 10). This debate about the historical status of identity forces one to
the historicity of the particular context on which identity work is conducted (which
subsequent chapters hopefully acknowledge), but whether people did this in the past is
simply not a relevant question for this thesis.
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epistemological and disciplinary gulf between personality and identity, but from
Maclntyre's comments above it is clear that role narrowly depicts a sense of self
which is 'static, formal and ritualistic' (Davies and Harre 1991: 43). This is not to
suggest that the literatures in this area (see for instance, Snyder, 1987) might not
provide similar analytical insights into behaviour at Fenderco. Nor is it to suggest
that roles do not exist or that certain roles are not engaged by the people working at
Fenderco. Neither do I take an especially dogmatic approach to the way the horizon
looks from different philosophical and disciplinary approaches: they are after all
only different "windows" with which to look out on the world. But a thesis should
be positioned within a coherent philosophical and disciplinary framework, and the
term role tends to assume, for instance, primacy status for the narrative equipment
of a category, over the narrative situatedness and enactment of individuals. (Even
with terms that share a greater affinity to the philosophical approaches adopted
here, for instance "discourse", the more hegemonic varieties of the term similarly
and erroneously - in my view - over-emphasise the pre-existing nature of the
narratives that people "must" adopt). Thus, roles such as "mother" or
"entrepreneur" are often treated in these approaches as fixed models rather than
being narratively constructed and historically contingent, as Maclntyre's use of the
term character presupposes. Thus, for these reasons role, though used on occasion
(i.e. in its metaphorical, discursively constructed, dramaturgical and Goffmanesque
usage) is not used in conjunction with personality and role theory in this thesis.

The historical and temporal contingency absent in the term role raises another aspect
of self-identity as it is used in this thesis. I have already noted that self-identity
encompasses what people are not as well as what they are. This implies that an
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individual can m o v e towards as well as away from certain self-identities. Thus, selfidentity is both a static and dynamic aspect of human experience which
acknowledges the narratively enacted "journey" that individuals undertake.
Inherently therefore, there is a transiency about understanding our selves and how
others see us.11 This issue of change and temporality is of course discussed in
Chapter 5, but is also addressed more directly in Chapter 8.

This discussion has so far centred on the use of generic terms to describe selfidentity. The second aspect of this definitional discussion relates to how others
coined alternative single, and sets of terms to describe self-identity. A plethora
compound nouns have emerged over the years as social science has attempted to
elaborate its understanding of - or more properly, propagated a vocabulary for -

identity. If one limits the analysis and ignores the various social, political, gen

class, and cultural identities,12 even with what I am defining as self-identity, a w

11

1 am thankful to Robert Jones for pointing this out.

12

Addressing these topics there is of course a large body of literature which has

identity. Various forms of so-called "postmodernist" gender, sexuality, ethnicity,
other studies (e.g. Butler, 1990) have variously drawn on contemporary radical

psychoanalytic philosophies typified by the work of Derrida and Lacan. Somers (1994

Hall (2000) have synthesised and "translated" some of the theoretical nuances of t

for broader sociological audiences. And, this thesis does engage with some of these

(e.g. my use of Somers, 1994). Thus, for instance, if indeed the notion of differanc
2000) - which implies that identities are as much about what they are not as what

a unique contribution, then these muscular philosophical contributions are relevan

useful. However, even if one dispenses with difference of topic as an argument (i.e
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range of alternative terms have been used, depending on the particular theoretical
nuance.

Those that have contributed to the contemporary concept of self-identity include

Erikson (1968) who used the term ego identity and Strauss (1959), who used personal
identity (as does Maclntrye, 1981: 203). Goffman used both personal (but used this

denote a narrow aspect of identity; the publicly and readily available information

about the person) and ego identity (1968). Things have become both clearer and more

confused recently, as recent shifts in social theory regarding structure and agenc
have meant that the wall between individual/personal/self-identity and social
identity has started to collapse. Thus various scholars have made serious attempts

recent years to reign in the conceptual proliferation dividing types of identity t

realise the interdependent (Jenkins calls it 'entangled', 1996: 19) nature of self

society (Kondo, 1990; Somers, 1994). Thus, Jenkins, for instance attempts to collaps

the division between the 'social' (the person) and 'individual' (the self) identiti

John are not in any homogenous sense part of a "marginalised" grouping), I remain b

and unconvinced - but mostly bemused - by many of these "postmodern" concerns. With

going into detail, the endless deconstruction of concepts and terms, only to end up

them anyway (but 'now in their detotalized or deconstructed forms, and no longer op

within the paradigm in which they were originally generated', Hall, 2000:15-16) see

to be an exercise in intellectual body building (see also Alvesson, 1995, for a gen

of postmodernism from an organisational studies perspective). Indeed, I am not ulti
embarrassed to admit defeat in really understanding Lacan or Derrida, and, more

aggressively, would be the first in the queue to offer these new emperors some clo
on.
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o n e dialectic explanatory framework (1996:17-38). Given that Giddens has provided
some of the impetus to this recognition of the unnecessary polarisation between of
society and the individual (1984), it is obvious that implicit in his use of the term selfidentity is an understanding that the structure/agency "divide" is an everyday
practical discursive convenience.13 Giddens does this by arguing that people, in
reflexively pursuing and creating their self-identity, in fact also produce and
reproduce social structures. This is because a 'structure is not a "group",
"collectivity" or "organisation": these have structures. Groups, collectivities, etc., can
and should be studied as systems of interaction' (1976:121). Because of the narrative
base to this process some have added the term narrative identity to the debate
(Somers, 1994). This addition is a sympathetic extension not a contradistinction of
Giddens.

13

It is worth noting though, that Jenkins argues that the distinction between personal and

social identity remains in Giddens' Modernity and Self-identity (1996: 15). The debate about

structure and agency, self and social identity, is complex and ongoing. That self-identity i
social phenomenon is clear. That the social and the self have been treated too much as

separate entities in the past, is also apparent. And this thesis is sensitive to these debat
they wiU. not be resolved here. Nor are they likely to be by anyone else. Nor should a
resolution be attempted. Both the general and the particular are obviously always going to
present in any event, process or reality; the difference between them as explanation is, of
course a question of perspective: of interpretation. The task at hand is not to adjudicate
between theorists or solve the mysteries of the universe, but to attempt to explain selfidentity in Fenderco.
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The proliferation of terms and concepts - only the surface of which has been, or
could be, addressed here - also means that self-identity has produced highly

contested areas of debates, at many levels of theoretical abstraction. Thus, there are
many debates that might potentially sidetrack the discussion here. Some are worth a
brief mention, however.

There is the question of whether self-identity in modernity is somehow
fundamentally different from more traditional societies (see note 9 above). Another

debate concerns the degree to which self-identity is a conscionable mediated affair o
an authentic, automatic and "natural" process. The axis on which this debates turns
is often on whether the likes of Strauss's 'mask' (1959) or Goffman's drama-based
metaphors (performance, backstage etc.) aptly reflect how identity "works".
Maclntyre for instance feels that Goffman's emphasis on performance and the

backstage means that there is a 'ghostly "V", a real - or more real - self, lurking i
background (1981: 30-31). Jenkins suggests that this criticism - and the moral
vacuum Maclntyre also argues is a consequence of thinking of self-identity in this
way - is unjustified (1996: 69-74, 108-110). Jenkins is perhaps right to feel that
Maclntyre is too harsh. But nevertheless, despite the indispensable insight Goffman
has provided, the tone of the "game" and "drama" metaphors do perhaps leave the
unintended, incidental and authentic (people just getting on with everyday life - or
engaging in 'practical consciousness' as Giddens calls this, 1991: 36) nature of
identity construction under-emphasised (which Jenkins also concedes is a problem
with Goffman's work, ibid.: 70).

»
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Another closely related debate discusses the extent to which identity is functional
(Baumeister, 1986, emphasises this aspect of identity), order-orientated and
structured by social roles, or a processual, contingent and determined by extant
power relations (Knights and Willmott, 1989; discuss the relationship between
identity and power in theoretical detail; and Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 62-63;
Kondo, 1990; Collinson, 1992; and Brocklehurst, 2001, provide empirical and
theoretical examinations of these issues). This debate reflects complex and
interminable disciplinary divisions and I have said enough so far (e.g. when
discussing personality above) to suggest that this thesis is closer to the second
argument than the first. However, this is not to say that people creating self-

identities do not serve functions for a given society, or that it doesn't help in crea
a sense of order in everyday life. This is obviously the case. However, self-identity
can also serve to create different and conflicting senses of order and functionality:
society is not an organism.

Then there are debates over the different emphases given to language and the

formation of self-identity, which were indicated in a footnote earlier (footnote 1) an
will obviously be discussed in Chapter 4.

Ultimately, these debates form a sideshow for the main act. Whilst this thesis does
not make a contribution to these debates, it has certainly benefited from them. The
specific contribution this thesis makes is at a much more mundane level: it seeks to
add to an understanding of self-identity at the practical level, by adding a new
vocabulary to describe certain processes. Like Jenkins my 'focus is firmly on the
mundane; on how social identity works, on the interactional [I would add narrative,
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spatial and temporal here] constitution of identity' (1996: 12, emphasis in the
original). Some of the relevant ideas, terms, concepts and debates discussed above
are elaborated as the discussion progresses. For now a semblance of what is being
discussed in terms of self-identity should be sufficiently apparent.

Conclusion
Before moving on to the next chapter, which discusses the methods and

methodologies used in the research, it is important to take stock and assess the status
of the explanatory framework I have suggested should be used in this thesis.

Firstly and simply I have asserted, following Somers (1994), that self-identity is best
understood as a narrative phenomenon and that therefore any explanation of social
activity requires that the various social contexts of interaction be addressed. This
study hopes therefore to respond to the challenge that Somers makes in her
discussion of the narrative constitution of identity. She argues that social science
needs to 'devise a vocabulary that we can use to reconstruct and plot over time and

space the ontological narratives and relationships of historical actors, the public and
cultural narratives that inform their lives, and the crucial intersection of these
narratives with the other relevant social forces' (1994: 620). Though modest in its
empirical purview, this thesis does attempt to devise a vocabulary that is not
'abstracted' from temporality, space and relationality, which Somers also notes is
part of the challenge (ibid.).

Furthermore, whilst this chapter has adopted a systematic and explanatory scheme,
it has not provided more than a passing mention of the various more specific
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concepts that will explain what Paul and John say and do in relation to those
contexts. This postponement, aside from the lack of clarity that their inclusion here
would have brought, reflects a desire to be serious about doing representational

justice to the contextual complexities of the identities I investigated in Fenderco. To
discuss these concepts in abstract isolation of their observed contexts would be
wrong. As Gergen has suggested Tn the act of theorising, one translates experience
into symbol, and the conceptual replica is inevitably a distortion of such experience'
(1978: 1357). How much more distorted would the various concepts used in this
thesis be, if they were represented and developed in abstract isolation away from the
experience?

This does not mean that the various concepts employed do not "fit" within the
explanatory framework or that the thesis lacks coherence. The interaction between
action, reflexivity and the narrative, temporal, spatial and relational contexts
combine to produce self-identity: but that this means that it is the action, talk and
self-identities of the people in Fenderco that create the coherence is an important
observation More coherence is provided by the theoretical logic ordering the
chapters. The above discussion argues that narrative capacity is of paramount

contextual importance. It is not surprising therefore that Chapter 4 Cliches begins the
empirical discussion of this thesis. Chapter 8 ultimately synthesises the discussion:
but beyond Somers' contextual framework there is no "magic bullet" that can do this
in advance in this chapter.

It is also important to assert that the concepts used in this thesis are not intended

'categorical' or 'essentialist' manner (Somers, 1994: 621). In one sense, of course all
59

concepts, if they are to have explanatory power, need to be categorical. A s the
definitional debate earlier suggests, in the following chapters I am giving names to
things, and in naming one must construct a category. However, I hope that all the
concepts used in this thesis 'characterise' - in that they 'locate people within a
processual and sequential movement of relationships and life episodes' - more than
they 'categorise' (ibid.: 624). This characterisation is not achieved or embodied in
concepts themselves, but in their juxtaposition to the observed and conversational
realities of John and Paul lives, located within the underlying conditions of self-

identity (narratives, spatiality, temporality and relationality). As Somers writes, thi

investigation therefore seeks to 'embed the actor within relationships and stories tha
shift over time and space' (ibid.). Thus in "essence" concepts may seem blunt (or like
"cracked kettles" if you like), but underlying them is an appreciation of more subtle
interactions between space, time (etc.), which Somers and Jenkins argue are central
to an understanding of identity (1996: 27).

Thus, it is the explanatory framework in this chapter, in conjunction with the
conceptualised interpretations of observed reality in Chapters 4-7, which ultimately
develops a vocabulary for describing how people go about "doing" self-identity in
the everyday practice of Fenderco. But what does it mean to say this? What is the
purpose and status of this thesis as theory?

First of all, theorising as it is used here is not in any way concerned with translati
common experience into a technical or objective language. The framework and the
concepts I use are not intended in this sense. Taylor (1989: 57-58) has discussed the
philosophical error in assuming that the language we use can be neutral and without
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value. H e writes that 'The terms w e select have to m a k e sense across the whole
range of both explanatory and life uses' (Taylor, 1989: 58). His objective related
specifically to the analysis of the language of moral evaluation, but the point is
same applied to all social and human investigation, as all human action involves
'intentions, purposes and reasons' (Maclntyre, 1981: 80). Thus, my use of Somers'
framework and the other concepts in this thesis holds no particular technical
mystery.

In addition to the ordering work that theory does, it also serves as a form of

abstraction: a truncated and simplified version of an experience that in its actual
experiencing is inherently complex and unknowable. On the continuum, therefore,

of the possible meanings of theory, in comparison to that which is typical of scien

or the scientistic, here it is not meant to be a universalist or generalisable abst

but a self-conscious and particular abstraction: in short, a story or narrative.14 (

14

The difference however, is that the story embodied in this thesis, when compared

of artistic expression, is - as Giddens notes of social science more generally - li

providing '"veridical" description' (1976: 149). Along with this exception, Giddens

nevertheless stresses the similarities between artistic and social science expressi

cautions against underestimating the potential dramatic effect of social science. B

upon 'resources of mutual knowledge in order to develop a dialogue whereby the self

understanding of the reader may be furthered through new understandings of others',

both are 'deeply involved in a creative mediation of forms of life' (ibid.). Indeed

moves within organisational studies (Watson, 1995b; 2000; Grey, 1996), and presumabl

elsewhere, have narrowed the distinction between fact and fiction as an explanatory

have recognised the potential of fiction as a methodology for deepening organisatio
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proposition of course raises those thorny philosophical issues of truth, reality and
relevance, which are discussed at the beginning of the following chapter).

Finally therefore, this chapter has set the analytical and epistemological "terms of
engagement" for what follows. The analytical need and rationale for the study has
been explained. A chapter structure, a thesis problem based on the narrative, spatial,
temporal and relational context of self-identity has been presented. Something of the
place of this research, what it challenges, what it ignores, and why, and the "gaps" it
fills in relation to extant literatures has been articulated. The topic matter of this
thesis - self-identity - has been defined and briefly elaborated. And finally, some
reflection on the status of the theoretical framework and concepts used to structure
this thesis was made.

The next chapter tells my story. The story of how I "designed" and conducted the
research (the methods), and the story of the many methodological and philosophical
issues that constrain and enable explanation in this thesis.

understanding - or perhaps given that "deepening understanding" is such a empty cliche, it

should be better said, for extending the dialogue or commentary about organisational lif
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Chapter 3 Doing the research and writing a soap

opera

Was your aim to write a research project or a soap opera?
(Down and Sadler-Smith, 1999:15).

Introduction
To reiterate what should be clear from the previous chapters, this thesis has as its

main objective the conceptual and theoretical exploration of the narrative contexts o
self-identity in a small organisation setting. When embarking on the empirical
aspects of this research it was hoped that a traditional ethnography of Fenderco
would result. I cannot claim this, for reasons which will become apparent. This does
not mean that it is not an ethnography or that I cannot claim something significant
from the material I have gathered, or that it does provide a robust foundation for my
theorising.

Indeed, given the analytical aims and objectives that have emerged, the empirical
materials of this thesis are well suited. This is because they are analysable in a
'pragmatic pluralist' (Watson, 1997), and a 'discursive pragmatic' manner described
by Alvesson and Karreman (2000). Because the language that informants use to tell
their stories does not represent truth, just a version of it (as I will argue in the
following section), Alvesson and Karreman argue 'it is what is done with this
uncertain but still valuable empirical material that matters rather than what such
materials may represent' (ibid.: 146). That is, if interpretation and theoretical
analysis of the totality of a given social reality is impossible, then more can be
legitimately made of less empirical material. And, as Hobbs has written of our
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attempts to create 'something interesting and exclusive, [...]. Fieldwork is a crucial

part of this process, but not the most crucial. [...] fieldwork has a cult status t
serves to stymie theoretical concerns' (1993: 62). This pragmatism and balance
between theory and experience - the 'dialectic between experience and
interpretation' (Van Maanen, 1988: 93) - and the call to focus on more than the

empirical by emphasising 'other virtues in research, such as reflexivity at various

levels of one's research and interpretations' (Alvesson, 1998: 7), guides this acco
of how the research was conducted and the use made of the empirical materials.

Empirical research based on ethnographic fieldwork was conducted, however, and

doctoral research demands that I justify the status and conduct of that research an
the materials it generated.1 Van Maanen describes the process of confessional
ethnography thus:

Authors must discuss their pre-understandings of the studied scene as well as their

own interests in that scene; there modes of entry, sustained participation of prese

and exit procedures; the responses of others on the scene to their presence (and vi
versa); the nature of their relationship with various categories of informants; and
their modes of data collection, storage, retrieval, and analysis (1988: 93-94).

This chapter does most of this (Chapter 2 discussed the later processes, in
appropriate conjunction with the development of concepts and theory). It also

1

It also demands that I make the following statement: all data was collected whils

at the University of Plymouth, UK where no explicit "Ethics Clearance" process was
required. The thesis was then completed at the University of Wollongong.
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attempts to be honest and direct about what I did and why. I hope not to hide
behind method but to add to my analysis through it. This aim of honesty and
directness means that I will be taking the rite of passage and professional training
aspects of doctoral research seriously (Phillips and Pugh, 1987: 56). The reader will
not simply assume that the trials and tribulations of the research were overcome
because the student has learnt to write in a way which traditionally obscures the
continual professional learning processes inherent in fieldwork (Czarniawska, 1998:
41). These trials and tribulations - my rite of passage - are of questionable interest
per se. However, in this thesis, because the investigation is centred upon self-

identity it is important that the self-identity and practice of the researcher is taken
into account.

Like any rite of passage a simple, pervasive and oft repeated plot is being played out
when one undertakes doctoral research (i.e. a quest, Maclntyre, 1981: 203-204), and
the baulk of this chapter follows the chronological tale of what happened when,
rather than an analytical story of neatness, order and post hoc rationalisation. The
chapter is structured in the following manner: first, the purpose of Ph.D. research
and the epistemological and ontological foundations of this thesis are elaborated. In
the second section, how access was achieved and maintained is discussed. How the
research practices of observing and interviewing were conducted and the analytical
implications of using these methods as the main form of investigation are discussed

in the next and third section. In the fourth section, issues of objectivity and validit
relating to my role as a researcher and friend of one of the research subjects, the
related ethical and decency issues of what should and should not be done in the
field or used as data, and the co-related issue of 'covertness' (the degree to which
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any researcher inevitably has covert or undisclosed objectives in "natural"
conversation or events, Down and Sadler-Smith, 1999) are discussed. Fifthly, the
status of the data I use in this thesis is evaluated. This includes a discussion of the
hmitations of the research practice and the implications this has for the analysis and
a discussion of the research in relation to the evaluation criteria of objectivity,
reliability, internal and external validity and utilisation (Miles and Huberman, 1994:
277-280): in other words I establish how this research convinces. Finally, in the
conclusion I reflect of the process of writing this thesis.

What is a Ph.D. anyway? Epistemological and ontological foundations
There are then two main purposes of doctoral research: that the student undergoes a
professional training, and that the student contributes something new to the "body"
of knowledge they are working in. The first of these purposes is perhaps quite
straightforward. Even before embarking upon an academic career in 1995 I was
aware that the completion of a Ph.D. was a necessary career accompaniment: both
appropriate and worthwhile if I were seriously interested in professional
scholarship.

The second of the purposes - the need to demonstrate a contribution to knowledge is more complex and contingent on epistemological, ontological and disciplinary
concerns.

In the previous chapter I set out the 'background' and 'focal' theory of the thesis and
specifically, in the final section indicated the status and meaning (that is, the
epistemological base) of the 'focal' theory this thesis contributes (Phillips and Pugh,
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1987: 58-59, describe background theory as a professional understanding of debates
in the field, and focal theory as an explanation of what is being researched and
why). A significant element therefore of how the thesis contributes to knowledge
has already been established. The actual contribution is embodied within and
throughout the thesis, of course, and will be evaluated and synthesised in Chapter 8.

There is another element to demonstrating professional competency in making a

contribution to knowledge. That is, 'data' theory - 'the justification for the relevan
and validity of the material that [I am] going to use to support [my] thesis' (ibid.:
59). This chapter is that justification. And, the first stage in that process is to
establish the epistemological and ontological foundations on which the research
methods, methodologies and the data that emerged from the fieldwork rests, and is
used to support the focal theory discussed in the previous chapter.

In that chapter I asserted that neutrality and objectivity in social scientific langua
was an illusion because all human activity involves 'intention, purposes and reasons

[and] the beliefs of [...] agents' (Maclntyre, 1981: 80; see also Lukes, 1981: 397, and
Geertz, 1995: 127). Thus, the assumption of value neutrality in the presentation of
scientific knowledge is now widely recognised as a conceit (Maclntrye, 1981: 78;
Giddens, 1976: 135; Giddens, 1993: 9; Gergen, 1978: 1347), albeit a useful one when
trying to establish useful knowledge about things such as building bridges and
flying planes. As Rorty has argued,
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objectivity is a matter of inter-subjective consensus among human beings, not of
accurate representation of something nonhuman. Insofar as human beings do not
share the same needs, they may disagree about what is objectively the case (1998: 35).

This philosophically pragmatic approach to knowledge and truth claims about

reality - where there is no 'way things really are' (Rorty, 1999: 27) - also posits that
is the utility of a description of human action which is the important aspect of
reality. This doesn't mean that there is not a reality, just that it is inherently and
subjectively part of the process of its interpretation and communication.

Epistemologically therefore this thesis is very much aware that the experiences I
recount, the data I collected, and they way it has been inscribed are very much part
of my reality, my perceptions and dependent on my ability to convey a convincing,
authentic and interesting account. I make no claim that this is 'really' how it is.
Thus, though I have conducted my research using the professionally accepted
conventions of our trade, which provides for certain assurances about the status of
this research as "knowledge", another researcher with different interests and
different relationships to their "subjects" would certainly have asked different
questions, come to different conclusions and ultimately produced different
"knowledge". Both of us would however, have used and accessed the '"mutual
knowledge"' that 'represent the interpretative schemes which both sociologists and
laymen use, and must use, to "make sense" of social activity [and] generate
"recognisable" characterisations of it' (Giddens, 1976: 161). I have been able to do
this because of the way I 'immersed' myself in the life-world studied (ibid.).
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Ontologically these epistemological assumptions m e a n that the h u m a n subject is an
active and skilled participant in social activity (ibid.: 160), who mutually and
reflexively creates social reality in varied and mutable ways. As Giddens has
written:

the constitution of this [social] world as 'meaningful', 'accountable', or 'intelligible
depends upon language, regarded however not simply as a system of signs or
symbols but as a medium of practical activity (ibid.: 155).

Things, in other words - as far as they are meaningful - really are what we make and
call them. The meaning of this practical activity, according to Giddens, is not
explicable solely through an understanding of the rationalisations of intended
actions, reasons or motives of actors (because of the importance of unintended
consequences of action: hence my philosophically sceptical approach to interview
data, as discussed below). Nor is it explicable through the absence of the skilled
(etc.) agent seen in overly structurally determined views of human being. Rather it
relies on a view where social reality is interactively reproduced: where dominant
and variously stable systems of interaction or structures are both a 'condition and a
consequence of the production of interaction' (ibid.: 157). Thus, because the meaning
of social activity is predicated on there being 'meaning-making beings [to] make
sense of it', the sense of being in the world (i.e. reality/'what is'/ontology) must
emerge together with a constructivist epistemology (Crotty, 1998:10-11).

There are many other issues about the nature of knowledge and reality - some of
which have already been discussed in Chapter 2 (e.g. the relationship between social
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structure and h u m a n agency) - which could divert attention from the matter at

hand. Suffice to say this thesis's theoretical objectives mean that epistemological an
ontological issues are important and the subsequent discussion maintains a coherent
and consistent view of both. Later in this chapter, discussion of the reliability,
objectivity, validity and generalisability of the research will further elaborate the
implications of these epistemological and ontological assertions.

Since the choice of topic was discussed in the previous chapter I shall move on to
how I actually started doing the research: my access story (Czarniawska, 1998).

How did I start?
Ever since thinking about what to research for my Masters research project in 1994
(eventually published as Down and Bresnen, 1997) I have been interested in small
firms and the people who run them. Running my own firm was a key point in my
own life and identity narrative and I guess the academic interest is an aspect of my
own quest for self-knowledge. As discussed in the previous chapter the "learning"
problem led me towards consideration of interpretivist methodologies. Thus,
studying a small firm using the ethnographic method became a key criteria - or at
least a method which went beyond a series or succession of short case studies. For
some time, whilst the analysis of the "learning" research problem described in
Chapter 2 was being developed (Down, 1999a), the "tracking" of around three firms
over a longer period of time was briefly considered as an option. However,
conversations with Paul - whose company Fenderco had been in operation since
1994 - ultimately presented an irresistible opportunity to meet these two criteria of
method and topic matter.
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It took a little time however to convince myself that having a research site with a
friend in situ might be a legitimate way of researching. Colleagues warned of the
potential risks, whereas the literature said that despite the risks there were many
specific benefits to the admixture of friendship and research in relation to studying
smaller firms (Ram, 1994), entrepreneurial activity (Hobbs, 1988) and their
employment relations (Moule, 1998). Moreover, friendships are often and inevitably
formed in long-term qualitative research even when they do not pre-date the
research itself (HoUiday, 1995; Kondo, 1990).

Ram's study of small businesses in the clothing industry in the West Midlands, for
instance, 'relied crucially on family and community connections' and 'contacts,
friends and relatives were used to the full' (1994: 23, 28). Hobbs writes of how 'my
family, friends, and neighbours were all potential sources of data', and of the
'enHghtening and painful' nature of his 'emotional investment' and of the
advantages of his being an insider with the 'chaps' (1988:10). And, Moule even used
covertly the trust established prior to the research over many years as an employee
in order to carry out the research (1998). In these studies the researchers were
intimately involved with their research subjects. The point here is that one way of
achieving the 'thick description' (Ryle, 1971, cited by Geertz, 1973: 6) of a social
reality, is already in some way being part of it. In more expansive ethnographic
studies such as Kondo's (who spent over two more or less continuous years
acculturating herself into Japanese culture and her research site, 1990: 9), becoming
part of the reality being studied (i.e. building friendships, confidants and
acquaintances) takes time to establish. But friendships are nevertheless made and
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are important to the research. A s K o n d o writes herself w h e n describing h o w 'the
final months of fieldwork are generally the best and most productive; the months of

laying groundwork pay off in the increasing intimacy and comfort in your relationship
and the depth of the insights you are able to reach (ibid.: 23, emphasis added).
Extant and comfortable social relationships can thus be an aid to gaining insight in
interpretative based research.

There are of course potential dangers which are associated with doing research
among your "own" natives. For Moule (1998) the key methodological problem was
the ethical dilemma of exploiting the closeness and naturalness of studying coemployees and managers covertly. For Hobbs (1988: 7) his methodological issue

revolved around ethical considerations of engaging in illegality with his 'chaps'. Th
dangers to my own research were all to real too, as we will see later. Moreover, how
I maintained at least a modicum of objectivity, bearing in mind the epistemological
limits of objectifying social activity discussed in the previous section, is also an
important issue, and is also addressed later in the fifth section.

Encouraged, however, both by this literature and my supervisor, the benefits were
seen to outweigh the potential pitfalls and a decision was made to approach Paul
and ask him if he and his firm would be my research subjects. Paul had already
acted as an interviewee in early 1996 for a paper on the topic of supply chains
(Down and Caldwell, 1996). His company was by now well established and he
assured me that the research and the frequency and duration of my visits would not
be an inconvenience.

72

O u r relationship was always an easy going one: w e had first met in the early 1980s
when we lived opposite each other in a large house of apartments. We were both
relatively new to London, Paul beginning his career at Harbourco, and myself
playing in and managing bands, and packing meat for Debenhams in Oxford Street.
We were comfortable and open with each other but were not close friends, and after
the short period of living in opposite apartments we would meet for a beer every
few months: I a fringe player in his clique and he the same in mine. And, with the
occasional break - such as his four-year stay in Asia working for HarbourcoCorp this is how our relationship continued until the research started.

My visits to Paul's and other friends in the area were regular even before starting
interviewing and taking field-notes in early 1997. Included in these visits, twice a
year I would base myself at Paul's and spend the weekend there whilst visiting
industrial placement students during the week. This university work continued

throughout the research period (the last research-oriented visit took place at the en
of 1998).

Upon "arriving" as a researcher therefore, Paul, John and the others were already an
occasionally regular and normal part of my life. However, it came as something of a

jolt to actually start researching. Initially I felt authentic neither as a researche
as a friend. My field-notes describe the first recorded conversation with Paul as
being harder than was expected. They also describe how I was conscious of the
potential deleterious effect the whole process might have on our friendship, and

how I 'tried to start [the research] fairly innocuously, and have skirted some issues.
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W e need to establish our "working" relationship: the limits, style and scope of the
conversations'.

The awareness, therefore that access, is a continually negotiated process
(Czarniawska, 1998: 33) however strong the researcher/ subject bond, was ever
present. An explicit example of this is provided by an event that occurred mid-way
through the research. After a discussion with Paul, I suggested that Fenderco might
wish to take on an industrial placement student. An agreement was made, I drafted
a job description and advertised the position at my university, and some students
were interviewed. But it did not happen. From my point of view, though not
important to the research (though I momentarily and mischievously toyed with the

idea of using the placement student as another pair of eyes and ears in Fenderco!), i
was something that could be given back to Fenderco. The feeling of taking but not
giving was ever present. This serves to show how, though an authentic "insider" in

many respects, I felt inauthentic in others. My reason for being "there" (i.e. being t
"researcher") was something that was continually and implicitly being negotiated.

What did I do?

But there I was. And, the research was taking place: information was being collected.
Two methods were used to collect the words that I use throughout this thesis to
represent the social worlds of Paul, John and the others: recorded and noted

conversations, and noted observations. In addition, of course, the field-notes include
my own reflections upon what took place at or near the time.
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Observing
Though it was not explicitly discussed in our access "negotiations", the research was
planned knowing that it would not involve continuous and lengthy "hanging out"
(or continuous "participant" or "non-participant" observation) in the work place,
typical of studies such as Kunda (1992), Kondo (1990) and Watson (1994a). There
were two reasons for this understanding. Firstly, as a full-time lecturer with no
opportunity for a sabbatical2 and with little in the way of specific skills to offer
Fenderco in exchange for continuous access it was not possible to "reside" at the
firm. Indeed, though I did spend many an hour hanging around in the office, either
engaging in small talk, using the office computers, fax, photocopier and so on, or
waiting to talk to someone, waiting to drive to a site somewhere, or waiting to go for
lunch, actually observing everyday working practices for long enough so that it
would produce interesting material was not feasible. I was not, and could not
become an "insider" in the office even if the opportunity was available. Thus, the
second reason was simply in an open plan office with five people hard at work
(buying, selling, drawing plans, telephoning, calculating, thinking and talking) there
was little space for a 'fly on the wall' (Mason, 1996: 64).3

When planning the research I had initially thought that the likelihood of not being
able to do continuous observation would be a problem. However, the literature soon

2

As Hobbs has noted the social context of 'Educational policy, academic salaries, resea

funds, and career structures all affect the various cultural performances of the ethnogr
(1993: 62).
3

Indeed this "confined" nature of the office centre region (Giddens, 1984: 131) forms a

aspect of the analysis in Chapter 6 Space.
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showed that fieldwork could be far more eclectic and pragmatically assembled.
Thus, although Van Maanen describes orthodox ethnography as usually requiring
the researcher to spent a continuous period of time with the subject being studied
(1988: 2) he also describes other types of ethnographic enquiry, encourages
adventurousness and experimentation in the field (ibid.: 127-130, 139), and also
suggests that the primacy of 'being there' continuously is no guarantee of avoiding

the production of formulaic or atheoretical written research (ibid.: 12). Ram's study,
for instance, was similarly comprised of a variety of "punctuated" and mixed
methods (1994: 22).

Observation was nevertheless a key aspect of the research. In particular there were
the two sites visits I made with John and Paul, where they discussed and checked
the progress of projects Fenderco were involved in. But also there were the various
off the cuff, incidental and informal snippets of information and conversation which
Watson (1994a: 3) implies proved so illuminating. Specifically many of these more
incidental observations were made and noted whilst simply spending time at the
office, Paul's home and socialising in the pub.

The majority of the empirical examples used to back up my theorising in this thesis
are, however, taken from the interviews. This in not to imply that the observations
were not of use. Rather it is to suggest that the conceptual emphasis on what Paul
and John say about themselves (their narratives) precludes a dominant observational
component. For example, whilst it would have been good to have made more "real
time" observation of generational encounters for Chapter 5 (thus I heard in
"natural" conversation Will speak often of Paul as being an 'old tosser', or John
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being a 'crabby old git'), this aspect of self-identity is more readily "observable" in
conversation about past events, situations and decisions: that is, it happens
"naturally" in the narrative enactment of self-identity (in other words it is the
'rationalisation of action' that is of specific interest, Giddens, 1976:156).

For those that see qualitative research as a mirror of reality, or a window on the
truth, the danger that accounts of the past will be coloured by current circumstances
is a real concern. Because this research is interested in self-identity this so-called
danger is exactly the point: identity is a narrative o/the past, and identity formation
is an inherently temporal process (Wenger, 1998: 154). Thus - and this is an
important point - it is what they think, rather than know, about the past and how
they articulate it that is important. Similarly in Chapter 4 Cliches, whilst Paul and
John no doubt used what I have dubbed entrepreneurial cliched narrative in "natural"
speech outside the interview, the point is that I am interested in how they

articulated their self-identities when asked to tell about their biographical narrative.

Observation does however provide an important ingredient to this thesis, and often
the "naturally" observed data 'triangulates' or confirms what has been talked about
in the interview, and vice versa (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995: 230-232). Often
however the observed material provides an alternative version of social reality to the
talked about sense of themselves they present in the interviews. Neither the talking
self, or the observed self, holds any privileged representation to a "true" self. Being
present and observing provided me with a way of both building relationships and
as a way of checking my understanding of what was going on. Thus, whilst I did not
write down or capture all the words and conversations (or my own reflections about
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these people) seen and heard in the office, of an evening over dinner at Paul's home,
or in the pub, my natural social sensibilities and the 'mutual knowledge' (Giddens,
1976: 161) I share with the "research subjects", must have mixed and cross
referenced with my reflections about the research, checking whether my
impressions from "inside" the research were consistent with those from "outside".

The site visits were particularly useful. At the time, field-notes suggest that I was
sure how useful the visits had been. However, later when I began to reflect and
analyse the data (this was done during as well as after the research - how can one

not think about what one has seen and heard?), I realised that the difference between
who they seemed to be on site compared to how they were in Maltonbury, was

instructive. Without precluding the forthcoming analysis, especially Chapter 6 Space,
an example from field-notes also shows how the observations deepened my insight.

In conversation Paul has a particular - though normal - way of talking, taking quite
long pronounced pauses during sentences, or he sometimes trails off into mumbled
silence mid-sentence. In my field-notes about my site visit with Paul, I made the
observation that when he seemed unsure about something in the one of the two
formal meetings I attended, this feature of his talk became more pronounced. Whilst
this is of course a subjective assessment, this particular instance was confirmed by
our post-meeting discussion, when Paul confided that he was trying to avoid
something that the contractor wished to pin down. Thus observation added nuance
to my sense of understanding, without it being something I could necessarily use as
a "quote".
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Interviewing
The various recorded interviews with Paul, John, Will and Mark (15 hours of taped

and transcribed conversation in all) took place in a variety of settings: Paul's home,
Mark's home in an extended lunch break, in John's office and so on. Though access
was agreed, actually pinning people down proved harder in practice. Whilst staying
in Maltonbury I would often walk to the Fenderco office, having agreed in principle
to do an interview and find that the intended interviewee was not there or was
busy. I therefore had to be fairly flexible and 'entrepreneurial' (Ram, 2000: 657;
Hobbs, 1988: 7) and take my opportunities as they arose.

Thankfully for the eventual focus of this thesis and aside from my general interest i
their "learning" the conversations were fairly open and wide-ranging. There was no
specific structure to the conversations beyond those culturally ascribed conventions
common to all social interaction, and a guiding sense of what is and is not
"interesting". But, as Burgess has noted this does not mean that they were
conversation without purpose (1982: 107). The conversations with the ownermanagers were generally structured in terms of a chronology of their relationship to
each other and the history of their careers. The conversations with Will and Mark
were explicitly focused towards their understandings of, and relationships with the
owner-managers. Before each interview I reviewed where we had got to in the
narrative and would continue with a few notes to highlight issues of importance
that I definitely wished to discuss. The research design called for an unstructured
interview approach, not least because it would have seemed quite strange and
artificial to attempt to manage the conversations in a structured manner. Indeed,
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specifically in Paul's case it would have been impossible to constrain the flow of the
conversation because we were friends.

In addition to the interviews providing a source of information with which to quote
and to provide examples of how I think the "subject" is articulating or thinking
about a particular issue or event, the process of spending time and sitting down
with individuals had some interesting effects for the research more generally.
Specifically, two examples from my field-notes show how the interview changed

relationships. One of the assistant's (Will) attitude to me changed considerably after
our interview. In The Grinning Cat pub later that week he now spoke to me about his

upbringing and personal trials and tribulations. As I stated in my field-notes: 'It wa
as though the interview had been a confession, and now we have a bond'. My
relationship to John also became more relaxed as a result of interviewing him. Just
the process of sitting down, one-to-one, and doing the interview itself seemed to
draw myself closer.

However, it is worth noting that despite the importance of interview material in this
and many other qualitative studies, like all methods, it is not unproblematic.
Paradoxically, though interviewing is now widely accepted even by those
philosophically unsympathetic to qualitative methodologies (hence the rise of the
quantitative frequency-based approach to interview data, Ackroyd, 1996), recently
with those most sympathetic to interpretivistic methods a critique of the interview
has emerged. Thus recent work by Alvesson (1998), Alvesson and Karreman (2000),
Miller and Glassner (1997) and Atkinson and Silverman (1997) have built on
questions raised by Burgess (1982:107-109). All question the automatic and assumed
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authenticity of the interview as eliciting the truth: as Burgess put it, 'how do w e
know the informant is telling the truth?' (ibid.: 109).

Happily, the interview data in this thesis is not being presented as truth (except

course in that it is not made-up! - on the validity of even this, see Watson, 2000).
What is represented by the interview data are self-identity narratives which Paul,
John and myself have jointly produced (Atkinson and Silverman, 1997: 311).
Atkinson and Silverman argue that the form of the interview is embedded so deeply

into our society that 'the self is rehearsed' for the interview (ibid.: 314). The i
difficulties I experienced in interviewing Paul, were, I think, partly due to the
mutual sense of embarrassment and amusement at taking on the roles of interviewer
and interviewee.4 Thus, 'the ceremonial of the interview is enacted to promote the
revelation of the personal and the endorsement of personal identity' (ibid.: 315 affirmation role of the interview might also explain the change in the nature of my

relationships with Will and John described above). Thus, the interviews were part of

how Paul, the others and myself produced self-identity. It is also therefore - give

4

Eventually however w e seemed to incorporate this new dialogue context into the modus

vivendi of our relationship. The amusement and embarrassment soon evaporated from o
conversation, replaced for me by a workaday sense of fieldwork being achieved, and

a sense of an opportunity to talk about and reflect upon his project of Fenderco an

more generally. Undoubtedly this new context for our relationship, changed its natur

especially in the extent to which Paul's career activity became the predominant top

conversation. But the mutual exploration of our careers had always provided a centr
of our friendship anyway.
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w h a t w a s said in the previous chapter about there not being an essential self - less a
method for ascertaining the truth, than a vehicle for producing it.

This can perhaps be seen in more detail in an excerpt from a conversation with Paul
early on in the research. It was around 10pm and the interview had "finished". We
were about to pop down the pub for "last orders" and our conversation turned
towards our mutual experience of being entrepreneurs: the tape recorder was turned
on again and Paul said:

There are very few people that I have worked with and for that are prepared to take
that risk to run their own business. And that's what sets entrepreneurs above
employees (most of them), for most... for many people their personal objective is the
security of having a job and not wanting to put anything on the line [pause]

...the responsibility and effort.... [pause]. As you know, despite being really far too young
and not having any business sense or anything [when I ran my record company], I do know

basically, more or less what it's like [to be an entrepreneur] and I suspect that in the futu
may well [pause]. I don't know if I have ever told you that I was chatting to my boss after
the end of the first year [of working in academiaj and I asked her 'what do you envisage me
doing in the future?' and she said she 'could see me running my own research company', you
know... I hate being an employee.
It's [being an entrepreneur] obviously within you. You have done it before and it's
part of your psyche, it's there and it may come back one day.

In this slice of conversation we are both constructing and identifying our
biographical narratives with the mutually desired 'character' (Maclntyre, 1981) of
the entrepreneur: we are producing this particular sense of ourselves. It is no truer
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about m y o w n self-identity than a conversation I might have n o w with an academic
colleague about being a particular type of academic or some other aspect of my selfidentity.

Thus Atkinson and Silverman (1997) advise critical reflection and the avoidance of
an assumption of truth when using data derived from interview methods.
Hopefully, this and other discussion in this thesis demonstrate this reflection and
the recognition that the 'research interview is thus better viewed as the scene for a

social interaction rather than a simple tool for collection of "data"' (Alvesson, 1998:
3). And, that research 'artifacts' more generally should be seen 'as the frozen
remains of collective action, brought to life whenever someone uses them' (Becker,
1986b: 123). What these reflections mean is that neither my authorial voice nor Paul
and John's voices have any inherent authenticity.

The voices do however tell us something. The position adopted here, and explored
further below is that of Alvesson and Karreman (2000) and Alvesson (1998), who

similarly recognise the limits of the interview, but conclude that interview data is a
discursive product and should be pragmatically accepted as something which can
help iUurninate social "reality". Miller and Glassner share a similarly pragmatic
stance and write in their critique of the polar extremes of the 'objectivistconstructivist' views on the research interview, that 'information about social
worlds is achievable through in-depth interviewing' (1997: 99).
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What happened whilst I was doing it? How did it end?
Whilst actually doing the research various unexpected issues arose which have a
bearing on the nature of the "empirical materials" used in this thesis, and on the
analysis of self-identity more generally. They also demonstrate the extent to which
the research presented here takes the 'reflexivity [...] of one's research and
interpretations' seriously (Alvesson, 1998: 7), and recognises the interactional

realities of the research process (ibid.: 3). These issue are: the implications of bein
Paul's friend on the conduct of the research and the effects of the research process
on my own self-identity; the limits of what can be told in this thesis in relation to
what was seen and heard; and how the fieldwork ended.

Identity and friendship
All research where people are the subjects involves the investigator adopting certain
roles, behaviours and projecting certain identities. Hobbs for example, writes of
managing his image through the clothes he wore being an important aspect of his
fieldwork. He also wrote that 'if life was entrepreneurial and sharp, then so would I
be. Sexist and chauvinistic, no problem. Racist? Well, no' (1988:11). Similarly, I also
had choices to make about how to be: what identity to adopt. Throughout the period
of the research I felt that the very nature of talking to and observing people with a
purpose in mind, and thinking academically about what was done and said (that is,
being a "researcher"), somehow involved me being inauthentic; a covert participant.
I don't mean that I did not talk about my interests with my informants, or that I
misled them. But this self-conscious feeling was nevertheless pervasive. It has also
been a feature of other field research I have conducted, even when there was far
more distance between myself and the informants (see Down and Smith, 1998), and
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is a commonly noted issue in fieldwork (Mason, 1996: 64-65). A n example of this

reflexive tension in conducting research can be seen below in the dialectic between
my identities as friend and researcher.

Mid-way during the research Paul began experiencing difficulties in his marriage. I

was involved with this both as a friend of his wife and more specifically as a frien

and confidant of Paul. These difficulties also had their effect on the fieldwork. On
visit to Maltonbury, for instance, when he was particularly preoccupied with work
and these difficulties, 'produced no talk with Paul' (from field-notes, meaning an
extended recorded or noted conversation). On one particular evening in The
Grinning Cat the tensions between being friends with both Paul and his wife
overflowed into a frank exchange of views and a disagreement about the nature and
scope of our friendship and the level of involvement in each other's affairs. The
issue of the research was not raised in the conversation. Though not especially
dramatic in itself, this event did mark something of a significant change in the
nature of our relationship. I was aware, as this extract from my notes show, of the
impact these tensions were having on the conduct of the research:

The whole thing [Paul's marriage problems and their effect on our friendship] is a
problem with regards the research as I am in a sense too close to the subject. Now,

whilst this presents advantages, the whole project is subject to the ebbs and flows

my relationship with Paul. [...]. The point is that maybe we are too close? [...]. T
are some things which impinge upon the research which are not necessarily the
proper subject of enquiry. Can the research carry on under these circumstances?
Where do I draw the line?
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Like Hobbs, w h o drew a line between being sexist and being racist in the
entrepreneurial pursuit of his research, which presumably had certain consequences
for his relationships with his informants, I too drew a line between being a friend

and being a researcher in this particular incident. For most of the time the "line" or
edge between these identities (Sennett, 2000) was happily indistinct and comfortably
accommodated in the confusion and intimacies of everyday life, but for me on this
particular evening the boundary was clearly delineated. These tensions between the
identities of "researcher" and "friend" are a problem of the tension between my
sense of who and how to be. The "me" that acted as a friend wanted to be involved
in Paul's marital difficulties, the "me" that was the researcher knew this might
endanger my access. The "me" that is a friend was ultimately in this particular
instance more important to me than the "me" at work (see also Hobbs, 1993: 47-48,
for a discussion of how relationships change as a result of field research). But the
research did 'carry on', productively and for some time, though ultimately, as I
discuss below, this change in our relationship meant that the fieldwork was cut
short

Above I quoted a slice of conversation which showed Paul and myself discussing
our mutual orientation to being "an entrepreneur". This conversation and many
others throughout the research, from the point of view of actually doing the research
raises interesting questions about the identity self-management of the researcher
(Czarniawska, 1998). Was I constructing a "true" sense of my self when talking of
possibly working as an entrepreneur in the future? To what extent was I
managing/performing my identity or my research? I honestly don't know. What is
hopefully clear is that in any interaction, people draw upon a variety of identity

86

narrative resources in order to secure their objectives and build their particular
project of the self. In Kondo's study of small Japanese artisanal firms, for instance,
she discusses the difficulties in managing her own identity whilst conducting
research, making friends and going about daily life in a new country (1990). These
issues should be seen as adding to, rather than detracting from the understanding of
identity construction.

These issues remain unresolved for me both as researcher and friend. When I next
go into the field I shall be wiser and will probably seek to maintain more of a
distance. The 'emotional investment' (Hobbs, 1988: 10; Holliday, 1995, and Kondo,
1990, talk of this too) that we make in our research raise difficult personal,
professional and epistemological issues that go way beyond simple methodological
justification, objectivity, validity and so forth. And, from a personal point of view I
would rather not have to deal with these issues again so profoundly again. The
issues of my identities - as "entrepreneur", "friend" and "researcher" - will feature
occasionally in the story of Fenderco because without me there would be no story to
tell. But the topic of this thesis is the processes of self-identity construction and
maintenance of two entrepreneurs: this is not a self-ethnography (Alvesson, 1998).
But my relative absence from the story is also because there are some legitimate
Limits to what can be told.

Limits to the telling

Thus, whilst my reflexivity is important, as it recognises that I am part of the reality

being studied and this offers the reader a 'research process [that] can be scrutinised'
(Miller and Glassner, 1997: 103), this does not mean however that I should tell the
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reader everything about m y life: 'It is precisely the "concrete, specific desires and
interests" that merit airing, not everything that might be aired' (ibid., citing

Harding, 1987: 9). This is a story or confessional ethnography about self-identity in a
small organisation setting, not 'a black hole of introspection' (Van Maanen, 1988:
92). Thus, whilst in Hobbs' study he writes of how 'There was no social situation I
encountered during the three years of this research that did not warrant some
inductive analysis' (1988: 10). This does not mean that he inductively analysed (see
Manning, 1982 for a discussion of analytic induction as method) all of the social
interactions he experienced during this time (maybe he did, but I would find it
surprising given what people actually do in their lives day to day). To do social
science one must limit the point of view to say something sensible. This thesis is
framed by a concern with organisational issues (small firms, entrepreneurial
identity, work etc.) and is therefore is an inherently limited look at self-identity.

However, being part of the reality studied means that other aspects of my
informant's self-identities were seen, heard and noted. But the details of Paul's
marital relationship, though pivotally relevant to the nature of the relationships and
the eventual course of the field research, and arguably much else in Fenderco at the
time, cannot constitute part of the analysis. The main reasons for this is, of course,
because it is not as relevant as what is being considered, selected and presented
(Becker, 1986b). Importantly, it would also not be decent to do so. Some boundaries
are placed around our experience as researchers. An aspect of these boundaries
includes my own emotional investment and sense of loyalty to the people of this
study.
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There is another limit to the telling, in addition to the boundaries of m y research

objectives, or a desire to act in a decent manner towards my informants, or to prote

my own sensibilities. There is, in specific relation to self-identity, also the limi
what one can possibly know about other people, regardless of method or ethics. At
one point in the fieldwork for instance, after his marital difficulties became
apparent, Paul suggested to me that he might 'break with Fenderco in the not too
distant future'. This comment came as something of a surprise given the way Paul
usually talked of the company's continuing success, and it raised doubts in my mind
about what I really knew about what was going on, as well as the obligatory selfish
fears about continuing access! At the time in my field-notes I wrote,

He seems to be suggesting that he will break with Fenderco in the not too distant

future. Might it be that there are more substantial problems existing in the company
How do I know what is going on? What do I consider legitimate and illegitimate
information? Questions, questions....

In this sense the data I have collected, in terms of what it or any data can tell ab
self-identity, reminds me of what solicitors have to contend with in constructing

their narratives about past events. Court evidence is never complete, and can ignore

facts deemed illegitimate under certain legal criteria. Different interpretations an
theories are also made using the same facts (Lukes, 1981). Qualitative research
materials however exhaustive or comprehensive are the same: there is always

something that is left out. Ultimately, it depends on the story one wishes to tell a
who your audience is (Becker, 1986b).

89

H o w did it end?

The last research visit to Maltonbury took place in November 1998. It was then that I
realised that I was not willing to continue and complete the planned research. The
original research design had ambitiously planned for three stages of research
(Down, 1999a). The intention was, in addition to "punctuated" interviewing and
observation of the owner-managers and employees (stage one and two), stage three
was to investigate 'the owner-managers' wider personal, social and commercial
networks' (ibid.: 277). This might have included interviews with 'teachers, family,
former colleagues and others whom understand his historical development as a
businessman and an owner-manager', and, with the 'networks of suppliers,
customers and competitor firms and others in the wider commercial and technical
environment' (ibid.).

My field-notes from this visit explain that the combination of Paul's continuing
marriage difficulties and the tensions in our friendship meant that, T have lost the
enthusiasm [for the research], and [thus also] in a sense the "access": this in the
sense that I am not really part of the organisation now'. Nothing, however,
particularly dramatic had occurred. There was no censure or closing of the gates in
terms of access. Paul had even agreed that I could make appointments to see his

solicitor and accountant as a first foray into stage three of the research. Subsequent
discussions with Rob some time after the research had finished suggested that
though he was aware of the change in my attitude to him, he was generally unaware
as to what had caused it. But I had had enough. I was also sufficiently excited about
the data that had already been collected to think that I had enough to be going on
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with. Thereafter, the data w a s analysed, concepts generated, and conference papers
written. Eventually the decision was made not to attempt to go out into the field
again to try and "prove" the conceptual innovations I had generated from the data,

but to explore the concepts theoretically (this question of what is "enough" data is
explored further below).

In some limited sense though, the fieldwork didn't stop at all. My relationship with
Paul and the others had changed and I was not engaged with these people as a
researcher any longer. Paul and I were still friends (though the relationship had
changed). I still visited Maltonbury. I still talked with them about Fenderco and my
research But I had stopped being the "researcher", taking notes and looking for
meaning (well as much as I could - I may have stopped taking notes, but it is a very

different matter to stop thinking, especially when Fenderco continued to provide the
main context of my research work). I was "just me" again: the friend, acquaintance
and one of those 'fucking academics' who don't know anything about the 'real
world', to quote Will, one of the assistants.

In July 2001, returning to the UK and Maltonbury for the first time since March 2000,
I visited and talked with Paul about the research (I also, in the spirit of
representational innovation took a few photos to accompany Chapter 6 Space; see
Becker, 1986b). In part my desire to talk with Paul specifically about Fenderco was
to clarify some factual issues which had not been resolved via e-mail or telephone.
But also it was to "catch up" on the Fenderco 'soap opera' (Down and Sadler-Smith,
1999:15).
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In November of the same year I received an unsolicited e-mail from Mark, the other
assistant. He was now employed elsewhere and was keen to explain the
circumstance of his leaving Fenderco, and interested to read one of the "Fenderco"
papers (Down and Taylor, 2000). The substance of these communications is not
important for the current discussion, but what they show is that fieldwork is not
necessarily something which suddenly stops: lives and identity narratives continue.
Research studies are never complete or total representations (Geertz, 1973: 29). At
the end of the fieldwork though, I had my data (my 'piles of interview and
observation notes', Alvesson, 1998: 7). It is consideration of the status of these
empirical materials that I now turn.

What does my "data" represent?
Limitations
Despite my enthusiasm for the concepts 1 was developing from my data analysis,
disappointment hung over the fieldwork like one of those personalised cartoon rain
clouds, following me around. In a sense then my wiser, older, more conservative
colleagues were right about the risks of combining friendship and fieldwork. But, as
life, teaching, conference papers (Down and Sadler-Smith, 1999), and other research
work (Down, 1999b) trundled on, however, and as some distance from the fieldwork
developed, I was able to feel more confidence. It's true I did not require a
wheelbarrow to move, or NUDIST to analyse, my particular pile-ette of empirical
material, but what I found in it inspired, fascinated and importantly kept me
working.
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In the spirit of reflexivity and honesty trumpeted earlier in this chapter it is worth
spending a little time assessing the nature of the data itself, warts and all (Van
M a n n e n , 1988: 91). Thus, aside from learning to use better recording devices and the
need to place the microphone nearer the interviewee (which I learnt after listening
to the first interview!), I also found that I w a s not as great a listener as I had thought,
after hearing the first transcribed tape. Too often I would talk over people in the
attempt to jump to the topic I w a s interested in. But these lessons fed into the
fieldwork as it developed. After it hadfinished,however, and as I reflected upon it I
also became aware of the opportunities I had missed.

One of these omissions is quite significant, in one way of thinking. The reader might
not remember that there arefive,not four, full-time staff and a casual part-time
technical draftsman w h o worked from h o m e . The fifth m e m b e r of the group, Joan,
acted as a secretary, telephonist, book-keeper and office manager. Both Joan and the
part-time draftsman do notfigurein the story very much. Neither were interviewed,
nor were they involved in the regular social aspects of life and work at Fenderco.
*

I should however have talked more with Joan. Because she w a s a w o m a n , because
her work wasn't at the engineering or sales end of the business (Will, in one
interview talking about h o w they all try to work problems out together said that
'Joan doesn't sort offitin with the work side so m u c h .. [pause] ... w e have got
problems [meaning their interpersonal relationship]'), and because she was not
socially involved with the others, she simply didn't figure as m u c h in m y fieldwork.
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I have to admit that being - however intermittently and partially - part of the
Fenderco "gang", and being Paul's friend meant that I joined in with what I

perceived to be the group's orientation to her. I did ask Paul if I could talk to he
but the response I received gave little direct encouragement, though it was not
negative. The fault was mine for not pushing this access "request" further. I was,
like Hobbs in his study, being sexist (1988:11).

It would be nice to think that this was solely because I was identifying with my
informants, like Hobbs. This may have some truth to it. However, I am unhappy to
admit to being somewhat blind to this issue throughout the fieldwork.5 In my
defense, I was also somewhat intimidated by her, and in the many conversations we

had during the course of the research, at a personal level, I had difficulty in maki
"contact" with her at any meaningful level. She does figure in the story however,

but she does not speak, in any sense for herself: but then nor do the other voices i
this story (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995: 27). John, Paul and the others speak through
my selection, arrangement, interpretation and translation (Becker, 1986b): I am
'performing a ventriloquist's act' (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995: 27).

5

This example, apart from adding to the reflexive tale of this chapter, is possibly

of a more significant theoretical failing or oversight. This of course is the relati

gendered analysis of self-identity in Fenderco. Whilst in subsequent chapters gender
figure, following Somers (1994, who is particularly sensitive to issues relating to

does not represent a social context outside and independent of the narrative, tempor

spatial and relational contexts this thesis is focuses on. Gender issues are consid

appropriate, but unlike some (Collinson, 1992), this work is not viewed from the sta
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But these omissions are not the confessions of a m a n condemned, but those of a
researcher keen to show a 'research process [that] can be scrutinised' (Miller and
Glassner, 1997:103). In order to do this one needs to have some means of evaluation.
It is to discussion of this I now turn.

Evaluation criteria
I have indicated that once the data analysis began a growing sense of confidence
emerged about what I might be able to say about Fenderco: the cloud that had
followed me had moved on, or at least thinned out a bit. I began to feel that
"enough" had been done and collected for the theoretical objectives that were
emerging. Enough has also been said already about the nature of truth to suggest
that data in this thesis is not being used as proof of anything. But what also needs
discussing is the extent to which the findings are justifiable, legitimate and whether
they exhibit "goodness" (Miles and Huberman, 1994: 277). Miles and Huberman's
checklist of evaluative criteria provide a practical standard by which to judge
qualitative research: the more specific demands of objectivity, reliability, internal
validity, external validity and utilisation which are pertinent to any scholarly
research are made explicit. Before discussing these, a few words on the
methodological environment in which I am situating this research are needed in
which to orient the subsequent discussion.

point of gender, though no criticism of that work is implied, and it is certainly arguable that it
might or could be.
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By m a n y accounts, contemporary debates (see Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995; Jones,
1995 and Ackroyd, 1996, and many other of the citations used in this chapter, for
discussion of these issues in management and organisational research) on how to

tell about society are held within a mostly less hostile environment than in the pas
There are many philosophical positions which can now be legitimately taken in the
pursuit of organisational knowledge. Some who advocate qualitative research do so
from a perspective which sees no fundamental need to reject the utility of both the
language and underlying philosophical rationale of normal science (see Marshall,
1995: 142). Obviously from what has been said so far, I hold more closely to these
contemporary debates and - in my view - a more thorough adherence to the
underlying logic of phenomenology. These contemporary debates recognise the

6

In the early 1980s Manning for instance, wrote in a "normal science" language of th

development of ethnographic and qualitative approaches to social research under the

of 'analytic induction' (which he sees as analogous to '"qualitative methodologies",
description" or "fieldwork"', 1982: 295). Despite the correlative philosophic logic

account, the "normal science" language he uses belies an unnecessarily defensive acc

phenomenologically based knowledge. According to Denzin, 'interactionists' who susta

approach developed in the past can still be seen to 'cling to a pragmatism which pro
crippling commitment to an interpretive sociology too often caught in the trappings

positivist and post positivistist terms (e.g. validity, proposition, and theory)' (19

pragmatism in this thesis is less reliant on these empiricist foundations). "Contemp

debates" in this context also reflect geographical and disciplinary divisions such a

known differences between the UK and the US in relation to the dominance of positivi

methods in organisational research. And, whilst these differences can be exaggerated

may be the product of stylistic as much as philosophic differences, the exceptions (
Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993) tend to remain just that.
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implications

of

the

philosophical

differences

between

positivism

and

phenomenology (Giddens, 1976) and the consequent inappropriateness of
attempting to use the language and evaluation criteria of science in qualitative
research (Denzin, 1992: 20). Thus, there is not now a need to be defensive and
apologetic about examining "phenomena" interpretively with qualitative methods,
as some complain of (see Jones, 1995).

The approach articulated here is anyway not especially radical. I have followed the
new orthodoxy of the literature I have cited and positioned this within the literature
of older orthodoxies: hopefully this research is 'internally consistent and plausible in
terms of the current methodological debates' (Watson, 1997: 7). However, right from
the decision to undertake doctoral research I wanted the thesis to be as interesting
and meaningful as possible.7 I therefore took to heart Ackroyd's argument about the
way that routinised and prescriptive approaches to methods can become divorced
from 'the work of particular disciplines and their practical problems' (1996: 449). In
taking this stance I have forever joined in with the unruly scrum of pragmatism
against the pack of dogmatists and the 'hegemony of the methodologists' (ibid.).

7

1 remember conversations with other doctoral students on various methods training courses

prior to starting the research invariably revolved around the personal reasons for
undertaking doctoral research: some were keen that it be simple and quick and others,

perhaps naively, really wanted to make a "contribution". I obviously felt more attached to

latter view, and it was interesting that science-based candidates seemed more attuned to t
former (for some other differences between science and social science Ph.D. students see
Parry, Atkinson and Delamont, 1997).
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But nevertheless despite the attraction of 'anything goes' anarchy (Feyerabend,
1975), something should and can be said about how my interpretation of my fieldexperience convinces. Or, to put this into more orthodox questions: how is my data

reliable, valid, objective, and generalisable (Mason, 1996:145)? What follows serves
to summarise the various allusions to these issues made so far, and makes more
explicit how this research addresses these concerns.

Objectivity
The first question that can be asked of the ability of my data to convince, is the
degree to which objectivity can be achieved given the approach I adopted and the
practice I conducted. How much 'relative neutrality' (Miles and Huberman, 1994:
278) have I demonstrated?

I have already established earlier in this chapter that "The line between insider an
outsider is, in this study, carved in water' (Corey, 1996: 149). In a sense then

answering this question is easy: I was bias, I was an "insider". However, this inside

status needs to be seen in a nuanced, not a monolithic sense. I did not play a role i
soap opera, what I have done was research. I have sought in this chapter and
throughout the thesis, to give a (probably over-)full picture of my approach to
research and data collection. I have also considered alternative explanatory
conclusions (previously in Chapter 2) that might be reached from my data, and will
continue to do so in the subsequent chapters (Miles and Huberman, 1994: 278).
Indeed, the differing and contradictory identities of my "subjects" depending on
how they were talking, when they were talking of, where they were, and who they
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were with, produces m u c h food for thought in this regard, which relied on the sort
of cross-referencing of my experiences mentioned earlier.

I have also made an analytical as well as a methodological virtue of disclosing the
'personal assumptions, values and biases, affective states' embodied in this study
(ibid.). Thus, claims of honesty and reflexivity (Watson, 1994b: 86) are better than
the more defensive claim that the benefits of insider status (through my friendship
and entrepreneurial empathy) outweigh the "dangers" of subjectivity. In Ram's
study he argued that the combination of his 'insider' status and what he called his

'concern for critical research' (which means that he is a professional researcher, wit
an education) meant he could avoid 'undue subjectivity' (1994: 37). I could claim
similar, but given what I have said about the sort of research I have conducted, there
is no need to claim excessive neutrality, just transparency (Van Maanen, 1988: 1).
This doesn't mean that I have not attempted to treat my field experience and my
analysis objectively, only that subjectivity cannot be denied.

Reliability
I have already told the story of how the research has been conducted and thus have,
in so far as qualitative methodologies can be (Mason, 1996:146), demonstrated how
reliable my data is. And anyway, as Van Maanen has noted, 'reliability and validity'
have been overrated in comparison to the criteria of 'apparency and verisimilitude'
(1988: xi). Nevertheless, I have explained the opportunities for, and limitations on
the collection of data, and suggested that despite these limitations and missed
opportunities a broad and relevant range of settings and situations were studied.
Subsequent chapters will show that my informant's 'accounts converge' and that
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there is 'meaningful parallelism across data sources' (Miles and Huberman, 1994:
278): indeed the "story line" of this thesis is, I feel, a strong point.

Internal validity
Another of the criteria for assessing how in-depth qualitative data convinces is
whether there is a sense of enough depth and closeness. Given what I have written
about the incomplete nature of the fieldwork, it is perhaps a good question to ask:
have I really got a thick description?

In a word: probably. In all the recorded and noted conversations, field-notes of site
visits and from observations more generally equates to slightly over 350 typed A4
pages of text. This is perhaps a smaller 'pile[ ] of interview and observation notes'
(Alvesson, 1998: 7) than is traditionally associated with ethnographic research. Some
of the works I cite (Kunda, 1992; Kondo, 1990) are deeply rich studies emanating
from prestigious and prodigiously well supported and funded institutions (MIT and
Harvard Department of Anthropology respectively). I am frankly intimidated by
their achievements when I compare their work with my little study. But, without
any suggestion of making excuses (I am proud of what I have done), the contexts of
"new" university employment and research support are real and have an impact
(see Van Maanen, 1988: 5, who writes that 'the practical worlds of budgets, scholarly

interests, and academic politics all attach themselves to fieldwork', and Hobbs, 1993:
62, in footnote 2, cited above). To discuss this is merely recognition of the social
contexts of my own identity as a researcher.
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But the main reason for the truncated nature of the empirical materials of this study
was that it was cut short, as has been explained. Nevertheless this research is a
"confessional" ethnography. Thus, though Reeves Sanday prescribes that 'extended
participant observation means that at least a year is devoted to the task', before it
can be called ethnography (1979: 527), I would probably be too harsh on myself to
deny naming this research an ethnography. Van Maanen's view is that 'Assuming
an ethnographic stance is by no means a guarantee that one will collect accurate and
theoretically useful data no matter how long one remains in the field' (1979: 539, my
emphasis). Thus, and my previous discussion of Alvesson and Karreman (2000)

underlines this point too, regardless of how big your pile of empirical materials is,
what one calls the methodologies you use, it does not guarantee accuracy or
theoretical utility. In the end what name one gives to the way research was
conducted is not as important as the story of how it was conducted, and certainly
not as important as the story it tells. As Reeves Sanday herself puts it 'What counts
in the long run is not how the facts are dressed but whether they make sense' (1979:
537).

I didn't collect as much as I had planed for. I am convinced that I have enough to
say something meaningful and insightful: 'it is not necessary to know everything in
order to understand something' (Geertz, 1973: 20).

Another aspect of internal validity and how qualitatively based research ensures

credibility and authenticity is how my data fixes the centrality and representativity
of what Paul, John and the others have said. This is an especially important
consideration given what I have said about the limited amount of material I have at
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m y disposal. H o w I have addressed this issue can be illustrated though an
innocuous example.

One of the things I noted whilst hanging around Fenderco's office was that Paul
would often wander about the office seemingly not doing very much at all, for quite
long periods of time. Now, was this representative of Paul's workday, or was it
because I was hanging around? Without the incidental "confirmation" that this was
normal for Paul - Will talked of it in an interview without prompting - I would have
no way of knowing for sure. Throughout the forthcoming analysis, I have taken care
to reflect upon this issue and have used the confirming or "triangulating" comments
or observations from other data to ensure that a degree of centrality and
representativity is achieved.

Ultimately however, achieving this is reliant on the ability and skill of the research
to convince readers that what I am claiming as important is also of a similar
importance in the life stories of the informants. It also relies on the length and
intensity of the fieldwork I conducted, which despite its flaws, has nevertheless
produced a sense that I have a "feel" for what was important in their lives. More
mechanical means of establishing importance and interpretative centrality, such as
content analysis (where importance is arbitrarily and erroneously - in my view equated with frequency), are not appropriate (Ackroyd, 1996).

External validity
This thesis in addition to being internally valid through producing theoretical
understanding (Miles and Huberman, 1994: 278), is similarly aimed at drawing
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analytic generalisations (ibid.: 279). M o r e can and should be said. Geertz has written
of two poor arguments which are often used to flirt with issues of generalisation, or
the move 'from local truths to general visions' (1973: 21). I don't want to claim that
Fenderco and its owner-managers are in some way typical of their genre, nor that
my case is somehow a laboratory (ibid.: 21-22). I am happy to speculate that John
and Paul could be particularly strange people or peculiar entrepreneurs, and cede
that the typicality argument is not a strong one (Mason, 1996: 153). (It is worth
noting however that it is nevertheless unreasonable to suggest that the processes of
self-identity formation that are discussed in this thesis would not be found in
analogous organisational and entrepreneurial contexts: we all work on our
identities. But I cannot claim that we all do it in the ways I suggest). But rather, as
Geertz continues 'What generality it contrives to achieve grows out of the delicacy

of its distinctions, not the sweep of its abstractions' (Geertz, 1973: 25). Now whilst in
this study, when compared to the traditional ethnography that Geertz writes of, the
distinctions might not be quite so delicate and the abstractions they generate a tad
more sweeping, the central logic is the same. Thus whilst 'the theories proclaimed
by ethnographers are likely to be only tentatively asserted, full of reservation and
qualifying detail' (Van Maanen, 1979: 549), they are, and must be asserted if one is to
make sense of facts. This research, to quote Geertz again, by way of elaboration, is
offered in the spirit of

another country heard from: the reason that protracted descriptions [...] have general
relevance is that they present the sociological mind with bodied stuff on which to
feed. [...]. It is with the kind of material produced by long-term, mainly [...]
qualitative, highly participated, and almost obsessively fine-comb field study in
confined contexts that the mega-concepts with which contemporary social science is
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afflicted [...] can be given the sort of sensible actuality that makes it possible to think
not only realistically and concretely about them, but, what is more important,
creatively and imaginatively with them (1973: 23).

More specifically from an organisational perspective, others have followed this logic
and have suggested that there are good reasons to suppose that generalisations can
be inferred from in-depth qualitative research. Drawing on Yin (1992), Watson has
argued that 'Getting very close to managers in one organisation is a means of
generalising about processes managers get involved in and about organisational
activities, rather than "all managers" or "all organisations" as such. It is a matter of
generalising "theoretically" rather than "empirically"' (1994a: 7; see also Mason,
1996:153).

Thus in the context of what I claim to be missing from our account of self-identity, it
is the details of how people (or entrepreneurs/owner-managers in my case) work
with their identities that is needed. In so far as it is these processes in their social
contexts that are missing from our account, and that the vocabulary I use in this

thesis helps to deepen our account, then this thesis can generalise to the extent that it
gives the theories of self-identity something to 'feed' on.

Generality in this logic is, it seems to me, nevertheless assumed in the processes of
everyday life. It is worth, however, pausing for breath and to ask the question of
why generality is important. Might it not also be a legacy of a more defensive and
scientistic view of social life? Or indeed, part of the subtle ideology of scientific
rationality in which we as scholars converse. Underlying the search for generality is
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an assumption of the reality and/or desirability of social coherence. Geertz, more
recently has written of the tendency of certain scholars to 'see diversity as surface
and universality as depth' (2000: 59). And, Davis has also noted that generality and
particularity has been the axis on which interesting social ideas have often been
fought (Davis, 1971: 317-318), without much in the way of a definite outcome. I just
happen, in the end, to be one of those more interested in the detail and the

particular: if one is interested in the 'lives of strangers' then what really is the poi
as Geertz has written 'to go round the world to count the cats in Zanzibar' (1973:16).

Utilisation
The final criteria that Miles and Huberman (1994: 280) refer to is the utility of the
research. The theoretical internal and analytical validity discussed above suggests
that I do have a purpose and an audience. Moreover, methodological discussions
should not be 'judgements about the adequacy of any mode of representation',
about 'what is the best way to do it' (Becker, 1986b: 125). But rather, 'It seems more
useful, more likely to lead to new understanding, to think of every way of
representing social reality as perfect - for something. The question is what is it good
for' (ibid., original emphasis). This research adopts this philosophically and
practically pragmatic view of research methods and has been arguing that the 'mode
of representation' articulated in this thesis is good for getting a close and detailed
picture of self-identity. And, this close and detailed picture is good for academics
because it provides an additional and "better" way of talking and thinking about
self-identity: that is, more detailed, and more nuanced in certain concrete ways in
relation to the social contexts of its construction. This contribution assertion, of
course, needs more theoretical substance which it will receive once the analysis is
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completed (i.e. in Chapter 8). For n o w though, methodologically too, a pragmatic
approach needs to be justified in terms of its utility.

Becker elaborated on his pragmatism and argued that any research involves selection

of materials, translation for different audiences, choice about how those materials are

arranged, and how it is interpreted (ibid.) - or what Geertz has called 'sorting out t
structures of signification [...] and determining their social ground and import'

(1973: 9). Becker continues that, 'This all implies a relativistic view of knowledge, a
least to this degree: The same reality can be described in an enormous number of
ways, since the descriptions can be answers to any of a multitude of questions'
(1986b: 134). This measured relativism inherently recognises that an account must
have some purpose: what and whom is it good for?

As indicated in the introduction to this chapter various authors have suggested
recently that a pragmatic pluralist (Watson, 1997) or a discursive pragmatism
(Alvesson and Karreman, 2000) "approach" to research is an attractive option in
organisational research. In some sense these promotions of a philosophic
pragmatism merely reflect and build on the de facto pragmatism which usually
comes along with fieldwork (Van Maanen 1988: 2, 138; and, in two small firm
specific examples, Ram and Holliday both separately discuss the 'messy' nature of
the research process, 1994: 22; 1995: 22 respectively). Pragmatism is this sense is

more an attitude than prescription for the conduct of research. This attitude suggests
that researchers,
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are required simply to establish the particular grounds for the credibility of their
theorising - grounds related to the specific objectives of their research project.
Theorising here is to be judged in terms of its plausibility to the reader of the
particular texts produced from that research, as something yielding insights or

understandings felt to be worthwhile to that reader in the light of their own situa
[however] any particular study needs to be given theoretical coherence by a
framework of assumptions and concepts which has its own integrity (Watson, 1997:
5-6, emphasis added).

The emphasis is added here to stress what I think is Watson's main point, that is,

that the main criteria for judging the integrity and plausibility of the research -

more broadly what Yin has called 'the criteria for interpreting a study's findings'
(1992: 25) - should be 'internally consistent and plausible in terms of the current
methodological debates' (Watson, 1997: 7, emphasis in the original).

Watson also argues that a researcher 'need[s] to convince [...] organisational
practitioners [...] who read their work that their account is plausible in that it
deepens their practical understanding of what is happening' (Watson 1997: 7). It

should be clear that the 'practitioners' of this research are not Paul and John (as
would have been to a greater extent had the research remained tied to its original
"learning" aim), but are academics thinking and writing about self-identity. This
does not imply a criticism of Watson, only the recognition that the subjects of
fieldwork are not inevitably or necessarily the practitioners or objects of the
research.
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Others have maintained similar positions to their research subjects. Hobbs, for
instance, argues that his subjects don't have to read and understand what he is
writing:

they were like North American Indians seeing their reflections in a mirror for the f
time. If this appears patronising, it should be remembered that my respondents were
not aufait with sociological language [...]. There is no reason why they should be,
they were too busy doing their business, and their language is consequently
dominated by the commercial discourse of the contemporary London working class,
not by sociology, its language, or the raison d'etre of academic enquiry. [....]. I

in the business of action research, nor of selling a vocabulary to my respondent (19
60).

John and Paul, and you, the reader, no more have a problem with their identities than
I do. The problem as was explained in Chapter 2 is the lack of concrete examples

and a conceptual vocabulary to describe the social contexts of self-identity formati
and maintenance (Somers, 1994: 620; cf. Geertz, who writes, 'theory is to provide a
vocabulary in which what symbolic action has to say about itself [...] can be
expressed', 1973: 27). I am selling a vocabulary to academics, not Paul and John.

Thus, by way of completing this section, it is worth reiterating and emphasising the
pragmatic approach to fieldwork and the overall theoretical aims of the thesis. As
Alvesson has written, 'Of perhaps greater interest than the empirical material is
what the researcher-author may do with it. The material must then work in a
productive and inspiring way and lead to interpretations of a more theoretical
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nature' (1998: 15). It is as a 'lever for the production of a more abstract, conceptual
contribution' (ibid.) that I wish the empirical research of this thesis to be judged.

Conclusion: Crafting writing and identity
At the beginning of this chapter I suggested that the two purposes of a doctorate - a
professional education and a rite of passage - would be taken seriously. If this is the
case, then the "journey" of how I have been educated, socialised and transformed
into a professional academic should be apparent. If my topic were not self-identity
this element of the thesis could probably be left as it is: a thin ethereal wash that
covers the canvas, but allows the foreground to dominate. However, it would be
rather arrogant of me to interpret and describe aspects of Paul and John's identities,
without at least a smattering of an application to my own identity narrative. This
conclusion briefly discusses the doing, crafting, and writing of the research and its

role in constructing my self-identity narrative, using two of the broad social contexts
- narrativity and temporality - discussed in Chapter 2 (Somers, 1994).

The reading, writing and referencing conventions of academia do more than
provide a common base on which to build knowledge or facilitate scholarly
conversations (Czarniawska, 1998). They are also the equipment of professional
socialisation: they form our rules of expression and a guide to appropriate behaviour
(Becher, 1989; Bourdieu, 1988). The influences on my writing style and the citations I
use are the locating evidence of that socialisation. Writing is therefore important.
The story I tell is ultimately a piece of writing more than it is a piece of fieldwork
(Van Maanen, 1988: 6-7, 138). Some have even suggested that writing is our main
activity as organisational researchers (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1995: 26). I have always
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felt more craft writer than scientist. The point is to be aware of the w a y I have
chosen words, headings, citations, analogies etc. (Watson, 1995b; Golden-Biddle and
Locke, 1993). Thus, bearing in mind the social narrative context in which selfidentity is formed (Somers, 1994), the craft of academic writing also forms a
narrative environment for the production of my own career identity. That is, what
"type" of academic I want to and can be, and the meaning this has for my own
narrative of self. Just as Paul and John talk the talk of the entrepreneurial cliched
narrative in constructing their identities, I write the text of a certain type of
academic. As Hobbs writes of the transformation of his Ph.D. thesis into a book,
"The text is influenced at every stage of its production up to and beyond publication
by the rules specific to the intellectual, political, and economic milieu within which
the writer performs' (1993: 61).

This influence of the social context of narrative production can be seen in this work
in the way that in early drafts of this and other chapters of this thesis included
words, profanities, figures of speech, sentences and styles of writing which have
ultimately been winnowed out or censored for being un-academic: or, at least not
academic or "risk-free" enough for this Ph.D. format, or for this stage in my climb
up the 'greasy pole' of my career (ibid.: 62).

Moreover and secondly, one of the ways I argue that Paul and John incorporate the
biographical and historical diversity of the events of their lives into a coherent or
consolidated sense of self, is through talking about being part of a generation
(Chapter 5; Down and Reveley, 2003). The crafting of this thesis and my own career
more generally has created a space in which I have consolidated the disparate
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elements of events of m y o w n biography into a secure and effective self-identity.
Talk of generations does not figure greatly in my account of myself as an academic
(though academic discourse is also of course awash with talk of "old farts" and
"young guns" and the generational antagonisms of seniority-based status and
organisational power). The temporal identity resource drawn upon most clearly in
this thesis, for instance, is the manner in which 1 consolidate the entrepreneurial
together with the academic. Though my activities as independent record label
owner, London Underground worker, student and academic might seem
fragmented, the narrative which I have constructed, am constructing here, is of a
piece. I have stressed the pragmatic and "entrepreneurial" nature of the research
process and my rite of passage from student to academic. Even my academic

interests in small firms, work and organisations are the consequence of the events of

my life. But the story of this thesis is not about me, but of Fenderco. It is to this
that I now turn.

Ill

Chapter 4 Cliches

Introduction
When initially confronted with the all the information that I had generated as a
result of the two years over which I visited Fenderco, I was struck by the familiarity
of much of what Paul and John said. Much of their talk seemed only to confirm,
support and replicate what the literature about entrepreneurs, owner-managers,
their employees and their ways of doings things, had said. The cant of
entrepreneurialism seemed to run deep in Fenderco. I was particularly intrigued by
how corny, how cliched, Paul and John's talk often was. They seemed to be talking in
just the same hackneyed way - as if they were saying lines from a script (Goffman,
1959: 78; Cohen and Taylor, 1992: 66-871) learned at entrepreneurial school - as the
owner-managers in other studies (e.g. Scase and Goffee, 1980). For a time I simply
consigned this confusion to the many other unresolved intellectual backwaters of the
project

Initially I focussed on answering the question why their talk was cliched: what the
underlying causes were. Various issues such as the pervasiveness of the 'enterprise
culture' in the UK (Gray, 1998), or perhaps how deep-seated cultural ideas about the
entrepreneur spiral into everyday use in the doubly hermeneutic manner described

1

There are similarities between 'scripts', and 'commonly accepted definitions' (Blumer,

187-188), and 'public and cultural narratives' (Somers, 1994) - the terms preferred in th

chapter. Cliches would form one discursive practice among many others within each of the
formulations. Given the reservations regarding the dramaturgical take on self-identity
narratives discussed in Chapter 2 the term 'script' is not used in this chapter.
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by Giddens (1990), were proffered as solutions. However, what w a s more interesting
and arguably more answerable was the effects their talk had on creating and
maintaining self-identity. Thus, the seemingly "uninteresting" aspects of what they
said in interviews, observations and so forth, were re-examined.

This chapter looks at Paul and John's understandings and articulations of common
and well-known aspects of the "entrepreneur": I call this talk an entrepreneurial
cliched narrative, a term I explain further in the next two sections. Specifically the
entrepreneurial cliched narrative includes such typically entrepreneurial talk about
personal qualities and attributes (such as risk, ambition and growth, autonomy and
self-sufficiency) and attitudes to others (bureaucracy and corporations), all of which
featured repeatedly in my conversations with Paul and John.

This chapter therefore seeks to add cliches to the discursive and rhetorical devices

that function to facilitate fluency of interaction (Zijderveld, 1979: 57). Paul and John
use of cliches also seemed to be saying something indirect but specific about how
they viewed themselves, as well as what they did with language interactively. The
ways in which cliches contribute to processes of identity maintenance are explored
throughout this chapter. The purpose of this first empirically based chapter is
therefore to address how Paul and John use certain specific entrepreneurial cliches,
to construct and maintain their self-identities, and, with what consequences for their
behaviour and actions. By examining and interpreting the effects of their cliched
talk, this chapter thus meets the narrative context of the challenge set by Somers
(1994: 620), by providing an example of how self-identity is narratively constructed
and maintained.
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T h e chapter continues by firstly elaborating u p o n m y use of cliche and what I m e a n
by an entrepreneurial cliched narrative, and some of the implications this has for
examining the narrative context of self-identity. In the second section an attempt to
characterise the cliches which surround the notion of the entrepreneur, based on
commonly held definitions and understandings, or 'public and cultural narratives'
(Somers, 1994: 620), derived from textbooks, is then undertaken. The analysis of the
fieldwork in the third section will then describe and analyse various elements of
Paul and John's cliched narrative. Fourthly, a concluding discussion will then
synthesise the chapter and reflect on some implications for the rest of the thesis.

Cliche and cliched
Cliche is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as 'A stereotyped expression, a
common place phrase: also, a stereotyped character, style, etc' (Weiner and
Simpson, 1989: 318). Cliche is also, according to The Oxford Companion to the English
Language, usually a pejorative term used to describe something as 'having lost its
freshness and vigour through overuse (and therefore suggesting insincerity, lack of
thought, or laziness on the part of the user)' (McArthur, 1992: 222). The use of cliche
in this chapter, and its juxtaposition with identity, though drawing on the way
'freshness and vigour' is lost, is not used in this judgmentally negative sense. As will
be elaborated below and throughout, an entrepreneurial cliche is neither a good nor
a bad thing in terms of what it does for the maintenance and construction of selfidentity. Indeed, even among lexicographers there are contrasting debates as to the
benefits of using cliches (contrast Partridge's, 1940, orthodox and negative treatment,
with Bagnall's, 1985, more positive discussion). Thus, whilst using cliches may be a
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"bad" use of language, there is no sense in which their use, as far as they relate to
self-identity, means an individual has a "bad" or "weak" self-identity.
Notwithstanding the inherent judgementality of such a position, the use here of
cliched talk, though it has certain consequences for identity work, is meant in a
processual and neutral sense. I can show what the consequences of Paul and John's
use of cliches are for how they go about narratively creating and maintaining their
self-identity, but I cannot say whether this is a good or bad thing for them.

The dictionary further relates the word to its adjectival attributes as cliched,
'hackneyed; characterized by cliches' (Weiner and Simpson, 1989: 318). Thus, though
originally restricted to specific words or phrases, the meaning has evolved to
encompass adjectival usage applicable to describing any phenomena. As The Oxford

Companion notes, 'the term is widely used to refer to any social, artistic, literary
dramatic, cinematic, or other formula that through overexposure has, in the view of
a commentator, become trite and common place' (McArthur, 1992: 222) ?

2

The qualification 'in the view of a commentator' is important here. It is clear th

when used broadly as a characterisation in this way is very much a subjective judgem
interpretation. The sophisticate's cliche may be a startling innovation for others.

important to note and reiterate the methodological underpinnings of the whole thesis

discussed in Chapter 3. To "prove" as "real" that a type of talk is clich-d would re

different epistemological rationale than is being used in this thesis. Proof require

foundational conception of reality and knowledge. A foundational conception of knowl

would require a methodological rationale that at the very least demonstrated that Pa
John acknowledge that they talk in cliches or that they work in a more populous

environment where many people claimed that they talked in cliches. Their way of talk
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This broader use is also supported sociologically as can be seen in the w a y that
Zijderveld (1979) also recognises that acts and even thoughts can be described as
cliched. Zijderveld provides an example of how student activism (the occupation of
a university building) can become seen as cliched once the original meaning of the
occupation has become stale through repetition. He writes that 'It [the occupation,
and by implication student activism] might still be functional to the aims of the
organisers, but it has definitely lost its original symbolic value and meaning - it

become a cliche' (ibid.: 11-12). If student activism and industrial strike action (hi
other non-linguistic example) can be cliches, then so too can the talk of
entrepreneurs.

Thus, following this broader usage, I am not explicitly intending to analyse the tal
and figures of speech used in Fenderco in the manner of conversation analysis

exemplified by Sacks (1992) and Boden (1994). Rather, it is the cliched nature of th
talk as a whole - the central narrative - which is of interest. This application is

would then become arguably more "real". However, when an anti-representational or

pragmatic view of knowledge is used, knowledge ceases to be an attempt to represent

and becomes a way of using reality. This recognition of the subjectivity of knowled

language does not mean that anything can be true; 'there are still causal pressures'
notes (1999: 33): it is not simply a case of 'useful to believe' (Watson, 1997: 6).
following of these causal pressures (what Watson has described as the researcher's

requirement 'to establish the particular grounds for the credibility of their resear
ibid.) that forms the methodological argument of this thesis.
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same as the w a y M o r g a n (1997) and others (Grant and Oswick, 1996) use metaphors
to refer to systems of thought and action as well as specific language elements.

People use cliches, written, spoken and acted all the time. Two aspects of their use
are of interest here and provide a vocabulary for explaining how cliches form an
element of the narrative context of Paul and John's self-identities. The Oxford
Companion indicates the first aspect; 'many stock expressions often currently

described as cliches are part of a primarily oral process that facilitates fluency while
speakers are thinking ahead to their next points or are wrestling with difficult ideas'
(McArthur, 1992: 222, emphasis added). This fluency facilitation function of cliches
has also been analysed sociologically. Zijderveld for instance, notes that cliches
'enable us to interact mechanically [...], without reflection. By means of cliches we
are able to interact and communicate smoothly, routinely and in a facile manner. [...]

cliches are indispensable to social life' (1979: 58). Thus, cliches or a cliched narrativ
provides a respite, a time or space to take stock, a way of saving 'time and labour'
(Hughes, 1988: 94). In maintaining 'fluency'3 however, whatever is being talked about
loses its 'freshness and vigour' because it is dulled by repetition and overuse:
originality is sacrificed.

If a dominant way of speaking can be described as a cliche, then the fluency of
speech function of cliches can analogously serve as a conceptual metaphor to
understanding the way that individuals create a sense of themselves that is fluently
expressed. In other words, an entrepreneurial cliched narrative enables Paul and

3

Defined in the Chambers Dictionary as the ability to speak and write 'with ease', and,

relation to movement, 'smooth, easy or graceful' (1993: 644).
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John to express and feel competent at w h o they are. In terms of self-identity, fluency
in this sense is similar to what Karreman and Alvesson call 'coherence' - 'a
sense/ impression of continuity over time and situations' (2001: 63). However, their
notion of coherence does not suggest competence or level of performance. Thus,
despite Karreman and Alvesson writing that identity is an 'accomplishment' (ibid.),
they have no sense of actors being competent in expressing their self-identity
narratives. In saying that fluency is something that can be achieved, and an element
of its achievement for Paul and John is through use of cliches, I am implying that
self-identity is an accomplishment and as such one's ability or 'powers of expression'
as Taylor has put it (1989: 18) will have an influence on its achievement. Moreover,
this ties in with Giddens' emphasis that identity 'can be found' in the 'capacity to

keep a particular narrative going' (1991: 54, emphasis in the original, underlining mine
which also implies an ability or competence. In other words, to experience a sense of
a fluently expressed self-identity one must be expressively competent. For Paul and
John their use of an entrepreneurial cliched narrative helps facilitates that
competence.

This suggests of course that one might also be expressively incompetent. Above, I

implied that cliched narrative was a tool and as such neutral. Whilst this is the case,
it is not the same as saying that incompetent use of the tool will have no negative
effect on one's self-identity. One might imagine a situation where someone might
continue to use a cliched narrative in the face of some extreme personal crisis and

fail to recognise, reflect and assess the full and precipitous meaning of the situation
Taylor has described how in such an identity crisis (Erikson, 1968) we can lose our
orientation to even spatial awareness (1989: 28). Thus, though Paul and John did not
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face such a crisis, the use of cliched narrative can potentially be a "bad" thing, if, in
Zijderveld's terms, talk ceases to function and merely serves to obliterate reality
altogether.

However, it needs to be emphasised that an entrepreneurial cliched narrative is just
one expressively competent discursive practice, with its own particular contribution
to an individual's self-identity. Fluent expression of self-identity is also achieved
through other discursive and narrative practices (see Watson, 1995a; Fine, 1996;
Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 1998; and Karreman and Alvesson, 2001 for
some recent examples). It can also be achieved in non-discursive ways: Taylor
describes how even our 'style of movement' in public space contributes to our sense
of who we are (1989: 15; Goffman's Relations in Public also addresses these issues in
detail, 1971). Hence, the emphasis placed on cliches here is intended to add to this
recent growth of research into the narrative contexts of self-identity.

The second attribute of the use of cliches which I am arguing can help provide an
explanatory vocabulary for understanding self-identity stresses the way in which

clich_d narrative consolidates different types of talk or, in the context of this chapter
self-identity narratives into a set "phrase": a consolidated self-identity. This process
the bringing together of self-narratives into a coherent whole is hinted at in the
origin of the word cliche. As Hughes explains, cliche comes 'from the French root
clicher, "to set together, to consolidate"'. Thus cliche originally 'referred to the
practice of typesetters, who would keep recurring "set phrases" in a special
compartment of their print-trays in order to save the time and labour' (1988: 94,
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emphasis in the original).4

Different w o r d s and ideas w o u l d thus be brought

together (consolidated) to create new phrases.

Thus, if a whole way of speaking (doing, painting, writing, etc.) is described as
cliched, then adherence to it might be described as a way of creating a consolidated
outlook. In terms of self-identity narratives, the purpose of bringing together the
disparate experiences and stories of everyday life through the use of cliches is in the
contribution this way of talking makes in achieving a coherent and ontologically
secure sense of self-identity. Applied thus to the way in which people construct and
maintain self-identity a cliched way of talking is one way of consolidating a selfidentity. That is, bringing together the varied narratives of everyday life into a self-

4

Subsequently the development of cliche use has had an important influence on language.

As printed matter became more widespread - specifically mass-circulation newspapers - so

too did the practice of typesetters and the prevalence of "set phrases" in language. In the la
Nineteenth century cliche started to be used in a figurative sense (Hughes, 1988: 94). One
important influence of these changes on language was, as the Oxford Companion notes, on the
emergence of a desire for originality in written language (McArthur, 1992: 222). Traditional
Nineteenth century education emphasised the need to follow the expressions of famous
predecessors. The modern desire for originality of expression has curtailed these concerns:

the Oxford Guide is clear and emphatic in its advice to 'good writers' to avoid certain cliche
(Weiner, 1983: 198-200). Thus, the cliche is now perceived as a threat against originality of
expression. Thus, as modernity itself is characterised by progress, newness and originality

(Giddens 1990; Taylor, 1991: 29, see also Taylor's discussion of the shift from mimetic to mor

creative and original forms of expression in modern times, ibid.: 81-91), the cliche, despite i
origins in modernity, is a language form and a way of talking that is at odds with modernity
(see also Zijderveld who claims that cliche is a traditional survival of magic, 1979: 62-65).
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narrative that makes sense.

This assertion is in need of s o m e elaboration. The first point to m a k e is to note that in
bringing together elements of self-narrative, individuals are narratively
differentiating and ordering their experience. Thus, in their narratives discussed in
this chapter Paul and John claim various things in their talk: to be like something, to
like certain things above other things, and to reject or distance themselves from other
things. In this regard Blumer has suggested that an individual can 'make
indication[s] to himself of things in his surroundings and thus to guide his actions by
what he notes' (1962:181). Moreover, to 'indicate something is to extricate it from its

setting, to hold it apart, to give it meaning or [...] to make it an object' (ibid.: 182
Thus, as was discussed in Chapter 2, an individual's self-identity emphasises both
how we are the same and distinct (Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 61) from the
"object", be it a thing we have indicated, a person, or indeed, a fellow entrepreneur
or employee.

The manner in which Paul and John use an entrepreneurial cliched narrative is also a
way of indicating something. I will show below that Paul and John consolidate their
various narratives through use of an entrepreneurial cliched narrative which
describes them and their activities as being largely in opposition to others and other
things. They indicate and emphasise what they are not by holding themselves apart
from the things (people, institutions, ways of talking, acting and so forth) they
imagine they are separate from. In Karreman and Alvesson's terms they exhibit a
'negative identity7 (ibid.: 84), a sense of themselves defined by what they oppose.
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The purpose that this oppositional differentiation serves is to create a sense of
knowing where things and others are supposed to be in their narratives. In turn, this
knowledge makes action and decision making easier. This is because 'focused and
committed action calls for simplified and unreflective decision making, the denial of
ambiguity and recognition of the drawbacks of a preferred route' (Karreman and
Alvesson, 2001: 83, drawing on Brunsson, 1985). An entrepreneurial cliched
narrative then, following the theories drawn on above and in Chapter 2, is one of the
narrative expressions that Paul and John are using to define who they are. But there
is something further about the context of Paul and John's work which suggests that
this narrative provides a useful function in creating a consolidated self-identity
narrative.

The store of entrepreneurial self-identity narratives or stories for Paul and John is
inherently limited, even in their wider network of experience. They do not know or
commonly deal with many other entrepreneurs as entrepreneurs. Their occupational
identity narratives also reflect previous non-entrepreneurial experiences in their
community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and often focus on engineering,
sales and design stories. Thus, rather than drawing upon previous experience, their
use of the entrepreneurial cliched narrative sees them drawing from wider public
and cultural narratives (Somers, 1994: 620), or from 'commonly accepted definitions'
(Blumer, 1962: 187-188). Hence, the use of entrepreneurial cliched narrative is a
useful self-identity resource in the absence of specific interaction based identity
narratives about entrepreneurs.
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Thus, m y description of Paul and John's use of cliches provides an example of h o w
self-identity is narratively constructed and maintained. I have argued that the use
cliched narrative is subject to processes of fluency in the expression of narrative

identity, and an ability to consolidate that narrative into a coherent sense of self
identity. This implies that the narrative construction of self-identity is mutable.
various identity narratives can be brought together through the use of cliches and
other discursive devices, then other narratives can be left out or relegated to a
position of lessor importance: to the "background", if you like. The adoption or

selection (and attribution to others) of identity narratives is an active process. A
Somers has written,

people make sense of what has happened and is happening to them by attempting to
assemble or in some way to integrate these happenings within one or more

narratives; [...] people are guided to act in certain ways, and not others, on the ba
of the projections, expectations, and memories derived from a multiplicity but

ultimately limited repertoire of available social, public, and cultural narratives (1
614).

This assembling or consolidating process implies a patterning of narratives. This ca

be usefully described as a process of relegation and promotion of identity narrative
The choice of the term relegation and not exclusion here is purposeful. Neither

specific spoken and written cliches, nor cliched narratives necessarily exclude othe
forms of narrative expression.

123

In the empirical analysis which follows Paul and John talk about their experiences
using the coherence provided by the entrepreneurial cliched narrative. However
juxtaposed with the entrepreneurial cliched narrative are other narratives which
describe 'happenings' (ibid.) which are incongruent and contradictory. Thus, in one
of the examples that follows below, lack of maturity and business knowledge for
Paul is an important story in explaining why he did not become an entrepreneur
earlier, but the "entrepreneurial" explanation of risk taking and bravery is more
important to constructing his current consolidated self-identity. Paul can therefore
reconfigure, or promote, the story of lack of maturity and knowledge, without too
much disruption as Paul says elsewhere below, he can truly 'reinvent' himself.

There is support for this idea in the literature. Karreman and Alvesson have argued,
for instance, that 'The same identity material can [...] be crafted differently into
different life stories, and have a different impact on people's social identity,
depending on how it is related to other identity material' (2001: 65). How do we
'craft' this identity material? It is not through rigid inclusion and exclusion, but by
subtle redefinition of the importance and centrality of events and experiences, and
how we explain them in forming our narratives. In other words the process of
'crafting' is a process of relegating and promoting the 'identity material' of our own
particular narratives.

I am suggesting that the relegation and promotion of identity material is a useful
conceptualisation of this self-regulation and crafting process. Thus, Karreman and
Alvesson suggest that the 'self-regulation of identity may suppress consideration of
aspects and modes of thinking, acting and feeling that run against dominant
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processes of identity construction' (ibid.: 59). In this chapter the entrepreneurial
cliched narrative provides this dominance for Paul and John. However, the concepts
of relegation and promotion suggest a more fluid dynamic than the unidirectional

term suppression. Rather than suppression, therefore, the self-regulation of identit
relegates and promotes 'aspects and modes of thinking, acting and feeling' within
the dominant context of identity construction. Thus, the empirical material in this

chapter suggests that within the dominant entrepreneurial cliched narrative there is
a mix of alternative explanations and uses of identity material. This
conceptualisation also reflects Giddens' conception of both fragile and robust
feelings of self-identity:

Fragile, because the biography the individual reflexively holds in mind is only one
"story" among many other potential stories that could be told about her
development as a self; robust, because a sense of self-identity is often securely
enough held to weather major tensions or transitions in the social environments
within which the person moves (1991: 55).

Thus, it is also important to note that my description of cliched narrative is just
strategy in creating and maintaining an identity. Thus, to reiterate the purpose of
this chapter, the concept of entrepreneurial cliched narrative is to provide an
example for understanding the way Paul and John use narratives to construct their
self-identities. Before looking at their talk, however, we need to delineate the

elements of the entrepreneurial cliche, and define entrepreneurial clich_d narrative
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Entrepreneurial cliches
In order to ascertain whether or not a type of talk is cliched there is a need to
establish whether there are commonly held definitions or public and cultural
narratives about entrepreneurship. The analysis below draws on textbooks on
entrepreneurship to illustrate these definitions and narratives. This use of academic
knowledge (a 'conceptual narrative', Somers, 1994: 620) assumes a robust connection
and similarity between a public/cultural narrative and an academic field. This
connection is obviously open to some doubt. However, whilst these narratives are
not synonymous, the academic and public narratives of the "entrepreneur" both
draw on the 'mutual knowledge' that both academics and lay audiences use
(Giddens, 1976:161). They are not foreign to each other. Indeed, Giddens description
of the double hermeneutic would suggest that they interact and reproduce each
other (1984: xxxv).

Thus, the use of textbooks is not intended to define the entrepreneur, that is not a
concern of this thesis. However, without actually opening the various debates on
defining the entrepreneur (a thesis in itself), or alternatively in some way attempt to
elaborate and define common sense definitions of the entrepreneur, there seems little
else one might do to establish persistent and widely agreed parameters of any
phenomenon.

Thus, when one reads textbooks about entrepreneurs (e.g. Timmons, 1999; Hisrich
and Peters, 1989; Kurato and Hodgetts, 20015) certain behavioural characteristics,

5

These have been chosen on the basis of their recent and current use in courses on

entrepreneurship at the University of Wollongong.
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motivations and personality traits emerge with almost folkloric force and certainty.
Despite the virulent arguments that have divided scholars in all-manner of
disciplines and for many years, there is much that is known, understood and
explicitly and tacitly agreed about people that start and develop businesses. Often
the disputes centre on disciplinary, taxonomic, or geographic differences on what
counts as entrepreneurial behaviour (see, for instance, a brief discussion of the
difference between the U.S. and Europe, Dibben, 2000: 269-270). However, for the
purpose of this brief review (which is to ascertain and define the nature of the
entrepreneurial cliched narrative and its elements) it is sufficient merely to set out
some of the key and persistent features which are noted in the textbooks and locate
Paul and John's talk within these features. What then are these common features
found in textbooks?

In Table 1 the features of three textbooks are compared with the way Paul and John's
talk is categorised in this chapter. The features are taken from Hisrich and Peters'
'Characteristics and background of entrepreneurs' chapter (1989: 47-92), Timmons'
chapter entitled 'The entrepreneurial mind in thought and action' (1999: 215-237),
and Kurato and Hodgetts section 'Understanding the entrepreneurial perspective in
individuals' (2001: 93-118).
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It is clear then from the above table that the features of Paul and John's talk
described below are common to other well-known and generic conceptions of the

entrepreneur.6 They are cliches not because of the particular way that they talk abo
risk, self-sufficiency and so on, but simply because talking about these things are
commonplaces and equate to the way other entrepreneurs might talk about these

things. Talking in this way is part of what defines being an entrepreneur. And, as t
following discussion demonstrates, talking in cliched ways is inherent in the way
that Paul and John create and maintain solid and stable identities.

An entrepreneurial cliched narrative therefore, can be defined as set of discursive

and narrative practices which serve to consolidate different narratives of experienc

into a coherent sense of self-identity, which aids the fluent expression of that sel
identity through the relegation and promoting of a variety of potentially

incongruent or contradictory narratives. It comprises of connected sets of statement
concepts, terms and expressions that constitute a way of talking about personal

qualities, attributes and attitudes in a manner that closely equates to, and reflect

6

It is important to note however that Paul and John's talk in this chapter does not

reflect all the common features of entrepreneurs. Moreover, Paul and John will also,

elsewhere in this thesis, talk in entrepreneurial ways that are not categorised or d

this chapter. Entrepreneurs differ and there are also many differences between textb
about the common features and their importance and centrality, which the table also

the books emphasise different features. It is also noticeable in the empirical analy
and Paul differ somewhat in their talk. Paul for instance, did not speak much about
attitudes to bureaucracies and corporations.
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commonly

held

and

commonplace

understandings

and

meanings

of the

entrepreneur, thus framing the way the social actor understands and acts with
respect to being an entrepreneur (adapted from Watson, 1995a: 816).

Features of an entrepreneurial cliched narrative
Having explained and defined the meaning of entrepreneurial cliched narrative the
chapter now turns to an interpretation and analysis of the meanings and functions of
Paul and John's talk. The empirical focus is on the various entrepreneurial themes

and topics ('a way of talking', in terms of the above definition) of John and Paul's tal
Thus the themes and topics discussed below are being defined as elements of a
narrative that is characterised by cliche. However, the quotes that follow also include
some phrases that are more obviously cliched expressions or figures of speech. These
are highlighted in bold to aid identification and analysis. First however it is
important to highlight a specific methodological point which helps extend the
analysis of the empirical discussion that follows.

As I noted in Chapter 3, being asked about something is not the same as "natural"
speech Thus it is worth recognising, by way of acknowledging a potential limitation
to the theorising, the - admittedly unlikely - possibility that John and Paul have
never actually talked or thought about their attitudes to risk and bravery, ambition
and growth, autonomy and self-sufficiency and bureaucracies and corporations
before I asked them about their lives. I obviously have no way of knowing what they
talk or think about in my absence. Thus, though the quotes below demonstrate that
they have spoken about these things, and I am certainly confident that they
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represent key aspects about h o w they currently think about themselves, it is perhaps
unlikely that they regularly articulate their reflections on these matters.

Indeed (and this is the point I am making here), it is possible that the irregularity of
their reflections creates the recourse to use cliched talk in the first place. Paul and
John latch onto or substitute cliches in the absence other narratives to consolidate
what they are doing and thinking into a coherent self-identity. Just because,
however, the entrepreneurial cliched narrative is not necessarily used all the time in
"natural" speech, it does not mean that its use in reflexively justifying what they do
- their 'rationalisation[s] of action' (Giddens, 1976: 156) - does not illuminate the
narrative construction of self-identity. The forthcoming analysis suggests that Paul
and John use cliched talk to obviate the need for more self-reflection: the
entrepreneurial cliched narrative is, if you like, available "off-the-shelf".

Thus, the consistency and coherence of the responses, and especially the way in
which their responses match the entrepreneurial cliche suggest that these narratives
give some important insight into the workings of identity formation and
maintenance. Indeed, even in the unlikely event that Paul and John have not
reflected or articulated on these topics previously, they, like other social actors, are
able to anticipate new realities, because they have, as Goffman puts it, 'already been
schooled in the reality that is just coming real for [them]' (1959: 79). This is achieved
via a process of '"anticipatory socialization"' (the term is Robert Merton's), where

despite the novelty of the 'new position in society', the social actor 'already has in hi
repertoire a large number of the bits and pieces of performances that will be
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required in the n e w setting' (ibid.). The point here is that discursive practices such as
cliched narratives form part of the 'bits and pieces' needed for dealing with new
ways of talking and thinking about, and "doing" self-identity.

This section is divided into four. The first three (Risk and bravery, Ambition and
growth, Autonomy and self-sufficiency) look at entrepreneurial talk about personal
qualities and attributes, the last at narratives of attitudes to institutional others
(Bureaucracies and corporations). Throughout the empirically informed discussion that
follows the way in which these narratives constitute an entrepreneurial cliched
narrative, and the implications for understanding self-identity are explored.

Risk and bravery
As we have seen there are an array of qualities, attributes, attitudes and motivations
that are commonly ascribed to the entrepreneur. One of these is a positive attitude
and willingness to taking risks. Paul and John both talked about the risks they had
taken in forming Fenderco. One evening for instance, in a conversation I cited in the
previous chapter, when Paul and I were talking over a few beers in his living room
before going to The Grinning Cat in time for last orders. The conversation turned to
the topic of running businesses and being entrepreneurs. The tape recorder was
turned on again and at one point after I had said a few things about my own
experiences of rurining a business, Paul described how

there are very few people that I have worked with or for that are prepared to take
that risk to run their own business. And that's what sets entrepreneurs above

132

employees (most of them), for most.... For m a n y people their personal objective is
the security of having a job and not wanting to put anything on the line.

Paul perceives the notion of taking risks as setting the entrepreneur 'above' or apart
from employees in some way: Employees will settle for the "easier" personal
objective of seeking security through institutional others, but the entrepreneur will
not. The implication is that for Paul entrepreneurs choose to create their own
security and do not have to rely on institutional others. Implicit is a rejection of, or
the creation of distance from, those "others". The quote also suggests that putting
something 'on the line', of taking risks with being and feeling secure in life, is a
positive personal attribute. The juxtaposition against 'employees' is also an
indication that Paul sees himself as separate from the social category (Karreman, and
Alvesson, 2001: 64) of employees and together with other entrepreneurs, because of
his willingness inter alia to sacrifice security: in other words he distances himself
from others in order to reify his identity as entrepreneur. This talk of risk is being
used therefore to consolidate Paul's self-identity with what he assumes to be that of
other entrepreneurs. However, as the existence of the group of entrepreneurial
others is "imagined", what is being identified with is not associative but rather, it is
an identification with what is being rejected. By consolidating an element of his
identity with the use of this cliche Paul is also relegating other possible narrative
interpretations of self-identity.

However, these other relegated interpretations of self-identity are nevertheless
present in Paul's talk and can be seen in certain incongruent statements that lay
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juxtaposed to the cliched talk. For instance, in another taped conversation recorded

at the Fenderco office discussing Paul's school life and early work career, he talked
about an aborted attempt to start his own company with John in the early 1990s
whilst working for Harbourco. Paul said that

ten years ago in our late twenties we were planning behind the scenes to form our
own company, I think a lot of the ideas of today's company started then. [...]. The
problem ten years ago was we were not brave enough. We had a joint venture
partner who was prepared to work with us [ ]. The thing about business and being

successful in business, is a lot about luck and [being in] the right place at the rig

time. We were in the right place and the right time; we just didn't have the balls to
do anything. We didn't understand enough about life and business and the whole
financial mechanisms of running companies. This is something we learnt after that
period and as our careers developed with the new [merged corporate
HarbourcoCorp] company, and they taught us how it works.

Again, in these statements Paul says that to be successful in business one has to tak
risks and be brave. There is however, a contradiction here between Paul saying that

if they had of been braver they may have started their firm, and the realisation that
they were not knowledgeable, learned or mature enough at that time anyway. The
entrepreneurial cliche of being brave and willing to take risks seems incongruent
when put against these more rational considerations. Nevertheless, despite this
recognition of "rational" considerations in the decision, the dominant idea in these
two quotes is the importance of being willing to take the risk. Somehow, and
notwithstanding the human ability to combine different rationalities (Brunsson,
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1985; Holliday, 1995), the cliched talk of risk provides a w a y of consolidating the
non-entrepreneurial acts of not starting their firm earlier with a sense of himself now
as an entrepreneur. So, the non-entrepreneurial past is explained by, and joined to
the entrepreneurial present. This talk about Paul's ability and willingness to risk
security is, I suggest, one element of a cliched narrative which functions to facilitate
a consolidated and fluently expressed self-identity. The cliche of taking risks helped
Paul to both explain his not starting the firm earlier in entrepreneurial terms, but
also, by rejecting and opposing those who do not take risks, he creates a
consolidated self-identity.

However, as the above juxtaposition of talk of not being brave enough and a rational
appreciation of his limitations demonstrate (and as the further analysis on the
related themes of ambition, growth, autonomy and self-sufficiency below further
elaborate), the entrepreneurial cliche of risk sits happily alongside other narratives.
Thus despite the incongruous juxtaposition, self-identity is not undermined or
challenged. Hence, whilst bravery and risk may be identity-defining cliches, this talk
doesn't exclude other rationally based narratives: the incongruities which may serve
to contradict the cliche are relegated - included, but de-emphasised - by the
consolidating process of cliche use.

This is not to suggest that the risks that Paul and John have taken in 'stepping off
into the abyss' (a phrase John used to describe their decision to start Fenderco) are
not real in their effects. The threat of business failure and the related anxiety in the
early months of Fenderco's existence were very real experiences. Even before the
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research began I remember from m y social visits to see Paul, the physical and mental

stress that the financial difficulties of the first year (1994-5) of the business brought
Thus, it is not just the talk that contributes to the formation and maintenance of a
self-identity. Overcoming the challenge of events thrown up by engagement with
social structures (supply of credit, market competition etc.) may be translated into
meaning through talk and thought, but the engagement is real enough. As Giddens

suggests, the seeking of thrills and the taking of risks is based on the expectation that
they will be overcome. Self-identity is tested and 'mastery of such dangers is an act
of self-vindication and a 'demonstration, to the self and others, that under difficult
circurnstances one can come through' (1991:133).

Thus, I am not suggesting that the entrepreneurially cliched talk of risk and bravery
acts as a vulgar binary opposition of rhetoric verses reality, with the

entrepreneurially cliched talk as rhetoric. It is rather the case that the cliche support
and aids the fluent expression of self-identity. As Zijderveld has noted in specific
relation to interaction, cliches 'are not the "real" answers to precarious situations,
but they do function, in particular they enable us to continue to communicate, as it
were, on the safe surface' (1979: 62). As I suggested above, they are available "offthe-shelf". The entrepreneurial cliched narrative of risk and bravery thus provides a
'safe surface' with which Paul and John can deal with or not worry about the
occasional precariousness of their entrepreneurial situation. The cliche - as a safe and
consolidated interpretation of experience - provides, in Giddens' terms, coherence to
the ongoing narrative of the self (1991: 54).
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Ambition and growth
Another prominent aspect of their talk and an entrepreneurial commonplace relates
to personal ambition and the desire for the growth of the firm. During the time I
visited Fenderco, the company was settled and prospering after a difficult start-up
period. Paul and John were keen to expand the scope of the company and various
new ventures were started.7 This desire for expansion was reflected in some of
Paul's comments about how he felt that he had, 'a bigger ambition for this company.
We are going to grow'. One of the new venture's - Steel Applications - activities

initially centred on the building and installation of steel structures associated wi
Fenderco fendering systems. Steel Applications would tender and contract for steel

structures related to the fender systems, such as supporting structures, ladders and
guardrails. The steel would be purchased, a subcontractor factory in the North of
England would then manufacture, build and install the ladders, rails and so on.
However, Paul's intentions for Steel Applications were more ambitious,

And this is all phase one, if you like, of this new company [Steel Applications]. We

intend to go into production, and I am hopeful that this time next year .... [pause].
We are seriously considering buying some land ... [pause]
And building a factory?
Either building a factory or buying the existing factory.

7

These are; Steel Applications; a company set up to exploit his fathers electronics expertise;

CDL, the company that operated as a finance arm for Paul and John's personal pension
investment and other financial dealings; and a design and consultancy company.

137

Because at the moment other people manufacture your stufffor you?

Yeah. We're using our capital to buy steel from a great number of contacts with stee
suppliers, and placing that steel in somebody else's factory and just buying the
labour, that way we've got much greater control over the margins.

And about a year later when the existing factory in the North of England

experienced some difficulties an opportunity arose to purchase it, and Fenderco took
it over.

One of the underlying reasons, Paul said, for this desire for growth was the
increasing 'boredom' in relation to core Fenderco activities. Paul explained one
evening in his living room that

I do find the work with Fenderco a little bit boring. That's why we've gone off,
perhaps on a tangent, with this new company [Steel Applications]. I have been doing
it [working with fendering systems] for a rather long time, you know. John and I

have big egos, and I'd like us to be involved with more than just fenders. There is s
much more that we could sell, and use our expertise to expand.

Paul's desire to grow and diversify Fenderco is deeply rooted. On one occasion,

before the diversification into Steel Applications, and whilst driving to a major si
where Fenderco were involved, we were nearing the docks and drove past a steel

factory. Paul talked about visiting the docks and nearby beaches as a child and abou
how he had always been fascinated with the 'dead steam engines' that had lain

derelict in the area then. Then, in one of the more colourful moments of the research
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Paul joked that seeing the steel works 'aroused' him, gave him a 'hard-on'. Paul
explained,

I really want a factory one day.
Is that the "toy" that you want?
I have got the products to put in it. I just need the production now.

In taking over Steel Applications he achieved this aim. Paul and John's ambition
went further than this though. As Paul commented,

Both John and I were talking the other night considering possibilities for the futur
and - we both have difficulties in working with other companies you know, and ...
[with] big firms - but the one formula we know that works is John and I, working
together. I mean, what if we sold out? You know, looked in the Financial Times and
found another company. Turn it around, you know: build up our own little empire.
Who knows!

Thus, this desire to 'build' a Tittle empire', in Paul's imagination of an
entrepreneurial future at least, was not necessarily dependent on the existence of
Fenderco, or continuing to work with fenders even. Paul's boredom with fendering,

the company diversification, and his success as a business owner suggest that he fel
that fenders were somehow beneath their ability and aspirations. Not only did Paul
say he was a little bored by the work of Fenderco, he also said immediately before
the above quote, in answer to a question about how the company was faring, that he
was
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Very happy. If somebody came along tomorrow with exactly the right..., you know,
the money was right, then perhaps I'd sell it and go off and do something else.
Yeah, for what reason? Why, and what's the motivation in that: Has it become mundane?
No, no, it's just a new challenge. [We are] constantly trying to reinvent ourselves.

In Paul's talk of his ambitions the possibilities of the future are not bounded by the
company he has set up. He is identifying himself through the entrepreneurial cliche
of ambition as someone who rejects and opposes the mundanity and boredom of
ruruiing Fenderco or selling fenders. These thoughts for the future are bounded
merely by the sense of himself as someone who can 'go off and do something else',
someone who can buy a new company and 'turn it around' and 'build up' a Tittle
empire'. The narrative practice being employed here is again an entrepreneurial
cliche: routine is eschewed, freedom of choice is boundless; and business is but a
vehicle for creativity and success not something that one is attached too. These
themes uncannily resemble the classic notion of the entrepreneur as destructive
creator, one who toils against routine (Schumpeter, 1990), on which the textbook
characteristics described above are often based (see Timmons, 1999: 218).

And yet the desire to own a factory seems incongruous when set against the
entrepreneurial cliche: the talk of the entrepreneur as detached creator continually
reinventing himself against the constraint of routine. Other talk about the
commitment and effort he puts into his work and building up Fenderco similarly
seems incongruent to the clich<§d talk. On one Saturday lunch time at The Grinning
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Cat towards the end of the research period, for instance, he talked about an offer
they had received from a Mediterranean-based competitor to buy Fenderco. Paul
said that according to his sources in the industry the offer was in fact a poorly
disguised attempt by his previous employers (HarbourcoCorp) to buy out Fenderco.
Paul said that he 'didn't go through all that pain and risk [of setting up Fenderco]
just to see myself back with the company that had treated me so badly'.

Similarly, once the factory had been purchased the responsibility for keeping it and
its eighteen workers in work lay with Fenderco. Unfortunately orders for Fenderco
fendering systems went through something of a minor slump towards the end of the
research period and this meant that Steel Applications, which had also not generated
as much external business as Paul had hoped, was losing money. Paul now
expressed some doubts in the pub one evening about the wisdom of buying the
factory in the first place and also expressed some fears about keeping the men at the
factory working.

Moreover, the actual possibilities of selling Fenderco were also discussed more

realistically too. At one point I tried to clarify what was happening in respect to the
quite complex diversification and start-up of new companies and exactly why Paul
felt he might sell Fenderco:

You've got four/five companies, and they're all doing very well. So [when you say you mi

sell up] do you mean in terms of selling say, the core company, which is Fenderco, do y
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mean just that, I mean concentrating on something totally different, or do you mean shifting
over to one oftlte oilier current firms?
I think we would at some stage probably sell Fenderco. Once... [pause], and it's
almost self sufficient at present, although we don't have anybody to replace John and
myself [...]. [It would be difficult to] find somebody in the market somewhere who
could fill our shoes. Fenderco would be good investment. There are a number of
companies who would possibly be interested. There are companies that are
interested in us. If we did sell, it would probably be linked to some sort of retainer
fee, working directors or possibly smaller shareholders, who'd have a vested interest
in continuing the economic growth of the company. But they may not be interested
in the steel side of things or in more than one operation.

So in other words it's not necessarily selling up shop and living the life of Riley, it's about
shifting into slightly different areas and putting more energy into that.
Yeah.

Again, as in the previous section on risk, the incongruent interplay between the
mundane and engaged reality of managing Fenderco, and the cliched talk of grand
entrepreneurial futures seems not to threaten or disturb Paul's self-identity. Despite
the rejection of stultification that the cliched talk of growth and ambition provides it
also seems to act as a narrative support to the more mundane and occasionally
anxiety-inducing reality of life in Fenderco. If does this by consolidating the talk
about the hopes for the planned future with the constraints and limitations of the
present
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These statements about the future and the present also reflects Giddens' conception
of how 'under conditions of modernity' individuals draw the future into the present
'by means of the reflexive organisation of knowledge environments' (1991: 3). That
is, the future is colonised, but as that future can never be completely known,

individuals will inevitably tend to engage in thinking about the risks of their projects
(ibid.: 4). In Paul's case therefore, the very real and unknowable risks (what Giddens
calls 'imponderables', ibid.) of business failure are partly overcome through use of
entrepreneurially cliched talk.

Zijderveld's discussion of cliches similarly argues that they represent part of the way
we respond to 'unanswerable precarious situation[s]' (1979: 62). Specifically,
Zijderveld argues that because cliches replace the need to engage fully with

reflection and meaning, they bring a 'mechanical stability' (ibid.) to the difficult tas
of dealing with imponderables. Thus, the use of entrepreneurial cliches acts to
consolidate and provide fluency of expression to Paul's self-identity where
situations of high risk and indeterminacy might suggest that it would come under
threat This does not mean however that the obvious anxiety or recognition of the
specific dangers that Paul and John might feel is occluded. Rather, that the idea or
definition that Paul has of himself as entrepreneur - a 'specific and solid social
identit[y] in the eyes of self and other[s]' (Collinson, 1992: 30) - is not unduly
questioned or threatened by those dangers.
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A u t o n o m y and self-sufficiency
Another aspect of the entrepreneurial cliche is related to the ambition to build a
'little empire', and the idea that risk is something that 'sets entrepreneurs above

employees': both these co-relate to the entrepreneurial desire to be self-sufficient
autonomous. Entrepreneurs are often perceived to pride themselves on their selfsufficiency and both their ability and desire to be autonomous: to build an empire,
sovereign and apart from others. In this Paul and John are no exception.

John, for example, in one recorded conversation was talking about the early,
financially difficult days of Fenderco:

Well, it was a nerve-racking time. We only had each other to rely on. There was
nobody else to say, "you are doing a great job", there was nobody to bail us out

totally, and we got ourselves into this thing and you know if it was going to work it
was down to us and nobody else.

John then went on to talk about how he had, initially encouraged by his parents,
always been self-sufficient - as a teenager and a university student:

I have always liked to be self-sufficient, I do not like to be reliant on other peopl
if you want to be self-sufficient you have got to: (a) you have got to have some
money and; (b) you have got to have objectives or at least know what you are going
to do. And, I suppose that again was just from an early age I just knew I wanted to
be independent of other people and I did not like being told what to do, never
have done, it doesn't go down well.
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Similarly, in a conversation with Paul about what he likes about running a business
he said,

I certainly enjoy my job. I like the creative side and [large] projects, and I want t
on with the way we operate and the reasons why we have been successful. Yeah
emm ... I enjoy the freedom of running my own company, and we can apply our
knowledge in a totally free way, and em, create a product for the customer, you
know I do enjoy that [his emphasis].

Paul then said, repeating his entrepreneurial desire for growth that

the whole process [of running a business] doesn't stop. [...] I expect someday in the

not too distant future to sell the business. Maybe not entirely, or maybe entirely, a
I'll move on to something else, using the capital to generate something new.

I then asked Paul what was motivating this process, was it the money or the
development of his career:

I haven't really thought about what I'd do with the money, but, er I do have sort of
ambition plans and I enjoy the trappings and that, and I enjoy the successful
elements. Not having to worry. I enjoy seeing the bank balance at the end of the

week. [...] It's a combination of the desire to have money and also work that I enjoy
like very much.
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Thus, the choice of work, the choice to change the institutional structure of the work
and a more generalised autonomy from anxiety brought about by success and
money, are all features of what Paul enjoys about his working environment. John's
emphasis seems more negative as he stresses the desire to be 'independent of other
people' and having to rely on himself and no one else. But the talk of the ability of
money to enhance choice is similar, as is the general sense of a need or desire to be
apart from others. Both use the entrepreneurial cliche to reject authority and oppose
constraints on their choice.

In reality the firm is far from being on its own. A quick glance at the cast of
characters at the begirming of this thesis shows that there is a heavy dose of rhetoric
and entrepreneurial cliche in this talk of autonomy. The bonds that bind them to

their joint venture partners, banks and so forth are relegated to the level of the taken
for-granted in this talk. However, if the reality of their being 'totally free',
'independent of other people' and apart can be doubted, the importance of the
feeling or desire to be apart from others is nonetheless an important narrative device
for maintaining their sense of themselves. An example of this can be seen by looking
at the way in which the desires for expansion and diversification were not without
detractors or involvement from other parties in the joint venture.

The creation of Steel Applications brought suspicion from Ausfend (the Australian
corporate parent) and FendercoEurope (European joint venture partner). Ausfend in
particular feared that Fenderco would divert resources away from the joint activities
of the venture and into Fenderco's own new ventures. Paul described how at the
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A n n u a l General Meeting ( A G M ) in Australia Paul and John faced a reprimand. H e
said

They don't understand our aggression. [...] you know. They don't like it.
So you got pissed off with them and they got pissed off with you?
We don't kowtow to them. Fuck that! You know!
So what happened then ?
Well they raised this issue in the board meeting [about the amount of trade between
Fenderco and Steel Applications]. [...]. The whole hour was devoted to reading the
riot act.
And was this something you expected?
No, it should have been a celebration. [...] We should have been celebrating another
spectacular result. I mean our results... [pause]. We've probably turned over more
than the Australian operation. We represent eighty per cent of the total sales. We are
very, very big. The "parent" company; that's a joke. They [Ausfend] don't have
any... . I mean we're part owned by [FendercoEurope] and they [Ausfend] have a
shareholding in [FendercoEurope]. [...]. These old men [in Ausfend] want to retire.
They want to take their investments, their royalties. They want control over it [the
joint venture], but they don't have that because of the entrepreneurial nature of the
joint venture [meaning the nature of Fenderco and FendercoEurope]. [...]. There has
been a lot of trade between us [Fenderco and Steel Applications]. But we advised
Markus [the Managing Director of FendercoEurope] of this right from the outset. His
advice was not to say anything to the bosses.
The 'bosses' bdng the Australians?
The Australians, yeah.
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M y interjection in this part of the conversation reflects m y surprise in hearing the
term 'bosses'. I of course understood that the joint venture implied certain
obligations, but this was the first time I had heard anything but the entrepreneurial
talk of independence and autonomy in relation to the joint venture. Therefore, the
talk of autonomy and 'freedom', and the autonomy implied in the talk of ambition
and growth, seems incongruous when set against the constraints and obligations
inherent in the joint venture relationship, and the subordinate aspects of the
relationship between the 'parent/boss' and Fenderco.

Paul explained later in the same conversation that they have very little to do with
Ausfend at an operational level (Ausfend supplies finished rubber moldings which
are then manufactured into fendering systems by FendercoEurope) and contact them
'hardly ever, ...once a month'. Hence, it would be wrong to see Paul's
entrepreneurial talk of self-sufficiency, autonomy, ambition and growth, as pure
rhetoric: the relationship with Ausfend was largely one between autonomous
organisations. Nevertheless, this does not obscure the incongruity between the
entrepreneurial talk and the reality of the inherent mutual obligations of constraint
and opportunity of the broader joint venture relationship.

In this talk John can be seen to reject and oppose those in authority who attempt to
tell him what to do, and Paul rejects and opposes the outmoded thinking of the 'old
men' (a theme explored in Chapter 5 Generations): these entrepreneurial cliched
narratives thus help to define who they are. Moreover, as an element of a cliched
narrative, talk of self-sufficiency, autonomy, ambition and growth again helps Paul
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and John in consolidating and maintaining a solid and stable sense of identity:
feeling that they are autonomous is important to both of them. In the next section I
explore what they are attempting to be autonomous of, but the question of why they
want or need to have this feeling, and how cliched narratives contribute to meeting
the need, is worth asking now.

One way of answering this question is to say that Paul and John are talking like this

to avoid confronting the banal reality of their petit bourgeois lives. Scase and Goffee
(1980) have also written about how many owner-managers talk-up the more
mundane realities of their work. They suggest that for many owner-managers this
rhetoric was simply to make them feel better about their sometimes financially
precarious, difficult and anxiety-inducing work. In Paul and John's case the gap
between the mundane, hard-working and poor reality, and the entrepreneurial
rhetoric is not so great. In other words Paul and John are successful, and they are
entrepreneurs: the talk is not simply a case of self-affirming rhetoric. Moreover, the
gap between the cliche of autonomy and self-sufficiency, and the reality is not so

great, though a gap exists. Rather than the cliched talk serving to obliterate reality i

serves to consolidate the different elements of their self-identity through delineating
what they reject and oppose.

So why this need or desire for autonomy? Sennett's discussion of autonomy and
freedom in Authority (1981) can help explain why Paul and John talk in the way they
do about these topics. He argues that autonomy is sought after because its
possession is thought to confer freedom:
149

many people have come to believe that to be autonomous is to be free [....]. In the
minds of ordinary people, to control the flow of influence brings not so much the

pleasures of domination but a chance to get in control of oneself. Autonomy builds a

barrier against the world; once shielded, a person can live as he or she wants (ibid
emphasis added).

Sennett suggests that autonomy in social matters describes a person who is 'selfpossessed' (ibid.: 84) and has mastery of him or herself. In developing selfpossession and personal mastery one becomes an individual and extra-ordinary, and

to be ordinary is to imply 'a state of being which is shapeless, unremarkable, bland
in a word, an amorphous condition of life' (ibid.: 92). However, the search for

autonomy also has negative personal consequences: that person is 'Isolated, restless
and unfulfilled: to look for freedom through autonomy creates a terrible anxiety'
(ibid.: 118).

These descriptions of autonomy uncannily resemble descriptions of the classical

entrepreneur. They also resemble the cliched talk of Paul and John. They also explai

the reason why autonomy is pursued: it is to achieve control of one's self-identity,

and to feel secure in the world. Just as the talk of taking risks is a way of testing
one's personal mastery, to pursue autonomy is to attempt to be more than just

'shapeless' and ordinary, and to reject and oppose that world in defining their self

identity. To achieve that degree of self-possession, a way of talking about doing th

confirms and supports the activities which single out the extra-ordinary, would be a
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vital narrative tool and resource. In Paul and John's case a cliched w a y of talking
provides 'shape' by consolidating an array of disparate activities and relegating
those incongruent elements which might give rise to feelings of being 'ordinary' and
'shapeless'.

However, in building a Tittle empire', to reiterate Paul's ambition; or to create a
'barrier against the world', to be 'independent of other people' as John desired; to
avoid being 'ordinary' or ensuring that you are above being an employee, as Paul
put it; also paradoxically 'creates a terrible anxiety' (ibid.). Why? Because an
individual who seeks to shut the world out also becomes a 'prisoner in the world
[...] endlessly looking inside for a sense of fulfillment, as though the self were like
vast warehouse of gratification that one's social relations had kept one from
exploring' (ibid.: 117-118; Taylor makes a similar argument, 1991: 35). In other words
Sennett's argument is that one cannot be truly secure and free from anxiety, or truly
an individual unless one engages with others. This is something that the cliched talk
of Paul and John tends to deny (Paul and John's actual relationships with others are
explored in Chapter 7 Relationships).

By using Sennett's explanation of autonomy in social life we can see that its
possession is something like a poisoned chalice. The very pursuit of security and a
refuge from anxiety produces the potential for its negation. But where is the anxiety
in Paul and John's talk? Obviously the pursuit of security is a result of the attempt to
overcome generalised existential anxiety (Giddens, 1991), and the creation of
Fenderco, I am suggesting, is a project ultimately attributable to this pursuit.
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Existential anxiety itself is arguably beyond the reach of the type of research
employed here, and certainly in my many conversations with John and Paul there is
little talk of personal angst, fallibility or fragility. And this is hardly surprising.
However, my description of how the entrepreneurial cliche functions as a device to
consolidate and provide for a fluently expressed self-identity, and the way in which
incongruent talk is relegated, shows, at least, why anxiety for those like Paul and
John can be mastered by a solid and stable self-identity.

I have explained why autonomy is desired or needed by Paul and John, and how the
cliched narrative they use contributes to its achievement. What I have not yet
discussed, beyond a sense of an abstract generalised other, is exactly what they are
seeking to be autonomous from. What they are rejecting and opposing. In the
following section I shift from a concern with personal qualities and attributes of the
entrepreneur, to a more externally oriented focus on attitudes to institutional others:
just what are Paul and John trying to avoid?

Bureaucracies and corporations
Perhaps the most cliched entrepreneurial cliche can be seen in John's talk about his
attitude to others, especially regards the authority embodied in bureaucracies and
corporations. This section discusses the way in which the cliche of the nonentrepreneurial corporation consolidates and provides fluency for, in this case,
John's entrepreneurial self-identity. Thus, what is noticeable in this section is the
relative absence of talk from Paul about larger firms. It is perhaps not so surprising.
He has had little direct experience of corporate employment. However, although it
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w a s not a dominant theme of his talk, the aforementioned discussion of autonomy

and risk suggests that Paul would also not be keen to work as an employee in a large
corporation. Indeed, and as was quoted in the section on ambition and growth, in
one conversation about what the future might bring, Paul said this about working
for larger companies:

Both John & I, I mean, we were talking the other night considering possibilities fo
the future and we both have difficulties in working with other companies you
know - working for big firms.

He also said the following in relation to his father's influence on his
entiepreneurialism:

I was influenced by my Father, I loved him, I worshipped him, I guess I went
through school thinking, well I am not going to work for a big organisation and get

stitched up by a load of ... [pause]. I am going to do it for myself. It seemed to b
natural way to do it.

The difference between John and Paul here is perhaps in the influence of experience
rather than the underlying attitudes. Thus, as was also noted in the section on the
autonomy above, for Paul the perceived autonomy of being an entrepreneur created
opportunity and choice, whereas John talked about autonomy in the sense of the
avoidance of constraints. Thus, compared to Paul, John's negative sense of large
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organisations looms large in his talk. Both nevertheless frame their narratives in
terms of what they do not want rather than what they do want.

The specific focus of John's cliched ire was articulated in relation to large
bureaucratic corporations. After he graduated from university for instance, John
didn't want to take on a graduate traineeship. He felt that

I didn't want to go and work for a corporation. I had loads of friends that went to
work for companies like Rolls Royce and Ford and so on, and I have to say I wasn't
into those sort of graduate development schemes and all the rest of it.
You weren't into that?
Well, you know. They are now in middle management jobs, quite cosy. They have

got their two point two kids and various dull lifestyles and as a result I don't rea

keep in touch with most of them, it is not the sort of thing I ever saw myself doing.

John's own life differs from corporate middle management to the extent that he runs
his own firm. He has two children and his life might also be described as 'cosy' in
that he is well off and lives in a solidly middle-class house and area. Many of his

neighbours probably work for corporations. What John says that sets him apart is his

choice of an entrepreneurial career, the rejection of what he sees as the secure, 'co
corporate career, and the inclusion of entrepreneurial risk. The point here is that
John's rejection of corporate sponsored suburban dullness the differences between

John and his 'dull' ex-college friends are perhaps not so great in terms of the actu
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life style and the type of activities he pursues. W h a t is different is his sense of
himself, a point to which I return below.

John continued with this theme for some time and at one point he talked about how
many of his student peers had done sandwich courses, sponsored by large
companies. He said that

In some ways I regretted [not having been sponsored] and in other ways I didn't.
They worked: they were always guaranteed a summer job and you know,

professional framing, and they could go and get their [engineering] charter with the

employer, but then they were locked into being engineers. It is very hard to get out

of that cycle [once] you are in. It is like being an apprentice, you are in there an
you want to change.... . You have been brainwashed into whatever big company

you are working for, Ford, ICI or whatever. They all had their ways of.... what they
wanted out of their employees, so they were making a long-term investment, so they
had to get you thinking in the company way. You could see that in some of the guys
I was working at college with.
Already, at that early stage of their careers?
I would say so yes. They would always toe the company line, their sponsor being

the best and so on. Very few of them left their sponsors. So in a sense I was not so
for not having [had a sponsor], although it would have given me a bit of financial
security. I mean they always had money and I never did. [...] The end of my degree
came as a bit of a shock in the end because I didn't have a job lined up like those
going back to their sponsors, and I did not come out with the worlds best degree, I
only got a third.
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A variety of the themes from the previous sections re-emerge in the above talk: the
sense in which John feels himself to be apart and more self-reliant than the
corporately dependent others, and the willingness to sacrifice and risk the secure
and 'cosy' life: the desire for autonomy. What is different in this talk is the
identification of membership with large organisations as the antithesis of how he
views himself. For John this denigrating rejection of large organisations was a

persistent and pervasive theme of his talk. On a visit to a large defence contractor
the South West of England for instance, whilst we waited for security clearance
before meeting the contractor John spent some time talking about the wastefulness
and bureaucratic ineptitude of this recently part-privatised corporation. Similar
attitudes were displayed in the recorded conversations. For example, he talked
about his early career experience in a rubber and tyre corporation:

I worked for [name of corporation] and it was slow and plodding and nothing
happened quickly and it was tedious, you know. If you wanted to get anything done,
anything made, whatever, it took weeks and weeks to get it through the factory, you

had loads of obstacles put in your way all the time. If you wanted to circumvent the
system you could never get round it or you could but if was so difficult and you
really had to work hard to achieve things for the customers.

And, in comparison, when working in an entrepreneurial environment soon after
graduating from university,
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w e could achieve things, we could do things, as a small group with three people we
could achieve things. We made a decision and 'boom!' it would happen: 'We are
going to change'; I don't know, 'we are going to add this to our product range'; 'we
are going to do a promotion on that' you know; or 'we are going to build something
and make our own literature', you know. We would decide to do, and a week later it
is done, you know. You work for a big company, you decide to do it and once you
have been through all the committee stages... . It is a bit like government. You
know; a year later and everybody has lost interest in it and it fizzles out.
So it is tlie immediacy that you like?
Yes, I suppose an impatience to achieve things.

This can also be seen in the way John talked about working at HarbourcoCorp. He
talked of how he had felt increasingly detached from what he was doing.

I had built up lots and lots of orders by proxy through guys working for me [...], bu

I lost touch with a lot of the regular customers. And I was getting a lot of flack f
[the new corporate parent] and I was finding it frustrating because there was too
much paper work, a lot of travel: I was a company man, moved out of my main

field and into this management thing. [Paul and I were] being told all the time [...
that we must do things this way, that way. We were getting very fed up [...]. You
couldn't spend tuppence on your expenses without reporting to the head office. It
was pathetic really.

John also perceived the large corporation as a place where hard work and

entrepreneurs did not fit easily. For instance he talked about one of his managers i
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the large rubber and tyre corporation he had worked for prior to starting with
Harbourco,

[Manager's name] was very much an entrepreneurial guy, he was a bit unorthodox

in many ways, he wasn't a natural fit in [the corporation] so I suppose I was never a
natural fit, although I worked quite well with him. It was never hard work there, it
was very lazy, people would vanish at four o'clock on Fridays and five o'clock on
Mondays to Thursdays.
Did that bother you ?
Yes, it did I suppose. I actually felt quite bored because the level of work was not
intensive.
Could you not have made it so? I mean you presumably make it intensive now.
Not within that environment.

Thus, taken overall the subject of how things operate in larger organisations
provides a negative arena for determining what John feels he is not. In other words
the cliches in these quotes are the antithesis to the entrepreneurially positive
attributes and personal qualities. Thus, rather than autonomy there is a lack of
freedom of thought; working for a corporation means that one becomes
'brainwashed' and lack control. Rather than focusing immediately and directly on

the needs of customers, the larger organisation gets in the way and creates obstacle
to action. Rather than hard work, the large organisation encourages the easy life.
Rather than unorthodox individualism being encouraged, it was seen as
"unnatural".
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The previous discussion of obligations to the Ausfend 'bosses' (in Autonomy and selfsufficiency above) and the similarities between John's lifestyle and the "corporate
manager" suggest that there is some incongruity between this cliched oppositional
talk and reality, as in the other sections. However, and also similarly to the other
sections, John and Paul's work is different from work in a corporation. However,
regardless of the extent to which John and Paul's reality differs, the nevertheless
cartoon-like characterisation of the non-entrepreneurial corporation creates a straw
man with which John (and to a lessor extent, Paul) can consolidate and fluently
express a sense of himself as entrepreneur. Incongruous events and thoughts that
might show interdependencies and similarities between the two worlds can be safely
relegated to an innocuous status, which will not unduly challenge his self-identity.
In Zijderveld's (1979) terms the functionality of the cliche has superseded meaning
and reflection. And, to use an apt but cliched analogy, when John looks at the
bureaucratic corporation he sees the opposite of himself - a negative image, a
'negative identity' (Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 84): without the negative, the
positive image cannot be produced.

Conclusion
The example this chapter uses to show how Paul and John engage with the narrative
contexts of self-identity is just one of many. I have chosen cliche because it seemed
interesting and central to their context as entrepreneurial small business ownermanagers. I hope I have given enough space to suggest that other narratives and
specific discursive practices populate their self-identity talk too.
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W h a t this chapter has not s h o w n is h o w Paul and John's identity talk and their
crafting of identity effects others. The talk of others inevitably encroaches upon this
insulated narrative conceptual domain I have constructed in this chapter, where the
presence of others is conspicuously and purposively absence. Mark and Will
(employed as assistants at Fenderco) for instance, though generally compliant and
accepting of the entrepreneurial world view (as will be shown in Chapter 6 Space
and Chapter 7 Relationships), also have other narratives which they draw upon,
which can and do challenge the dominant forms of talk. Moreover, the example
earlier of the Ausfend 'bosses' show that the dominant self-identity narrative of the
entrepreneurial cliche can be challenged. Resolution of the challenge was partly
achieved through reference to the dominant narrative (the 'old men' not
understanding the entrepreneurial nature of the venture). But it was also resolved by
reference to a generational identity resource: the denigration of the 'old men' (see
also Parker, 2000; and Down and Reveley, 2003). Other chapters, specifically Chapter
5 Generations, look at how Paul and John have included different identity materials
over time and show how they relegate and promote those materials to their
consolidated sense of self-identity.

But what can I conclude from the discussion in this chapter? As one element in this
four part examination of the narrative contexts of self-identity, many of the broader
issues it raises should wait for discussion of the following three contexts of
temporality, spatiality and relationality (Somers, 1994). However, there are two other
broader points that are worth highlighting now.
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The above empirical analysis consistently refers to Paul and John defining w h o they
are by what they are not. Their being entrepreneurs is based on oppositional rather
than propositional talk. Thus they associate with the cliched talk of
entrepreneurialism as a way of articulating their opposition to certain ideas, "types"
of people and institutions. The generalised object of this opposition is a confused
and paradoxical potpourri of cliched articulations against certain central concepts of
modernity: there is talk of opposition to the shapeless and ordinary, suburban
values, boredom, routine, authority, security, bureaucratic values etc. Yet the
incongruities and contradictions of their talk and actions in running Fenderco show
that they also share some of the 'cosy' petit bourgeois and modern values they
oppose. The oppositional narrative of the entrepreneurial cliches reconciles and puts
a safe surface over these incongruities and contradictions. Underlying their use of
the "off the shelf" entrepreneurial cliched narrative however is a deeper and
dynamic process of self-identity crafting based on a search for autonomy (Sennett,
1981: 116-118) and their journey away from being shapeless and ordinary: away
from mundaneity. Their adherence to the self-identity narratives of being
"entrepreneurs" is therefore not necessarily fixed. It is a narrative strategy for
producing a secure self-identity within the context of their current situation.

The second and final point is perhaps more speculative. The word cliche emerged in
modern times as a reflection of new sensibilities towards originality of expression
(McArthur, 1992: 222). Thus, Zijderveld has referred to cliches as the survival of the
need for magic (1979: 62-65): the survival of more traditional mimetic forms of
narrative expression. He writes that 'in cliches pre-modern consciousness has been
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preserved and carried over to modernity' and that 'they seem to constitute survivals
of magical techniques by which human beings, throughout the ages, have satisfied
some deep-seated needs for security, stability and certainty' (ibid.: 62, 65). If
Zijderveld is correct, Paul and John are perhaps using their cliched narrative as a
way of narratively reconstructing or re-imagining their own self-identities in the
image of the more certain identities of traditional and pre-modern times (Giddens,

1991: 206-7). Like Zijderveld (1979: 62), I have no direct evidence for this speculation.
However, as the next chapter also draws upon Giddens' concept of the
reconstruction of tradition to explain certain aspects of Paul and John's generational
narratives, the point does suggest a start has been made in explaining some of the
broader inter-contextual meanings of how Paul and John craft their self-identities.
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Chapter 5 Generations

Introduction: Why Generations?
In Chapter 2 I suggested that the generational talk of Paul and John was a narrative
resource through which the temporality of self-identity was enacted. Thus the
purpose of this chapter is to provide - as Cliches provided an example for the
narrative (i.e. spoken language) contexts of identity formation (Somers, 1994) - a
concrete example of how people create and sustain the temporal aspects of their
identity (or 'self and 'interaction time' as Lewis and Weigert have referred to this
aspect of biographical and interactional social life, 1981: 435-438).

That time and space are central 'resources for the social construction of identity'
(Jenkins, 1996: 27) is perhaps self-evident A storied sense of self is inherently
temporal: 'The past is an important resource upon which to draw in interpreting the
here-and-now and in forecasting the future' (ibid.: 28). Somers also places the
temporal contexts of identity at the heart of her framework for narrative identity.
She writes that 'people are guided to act in certain ways, and not others on the basis
of the projections, expectations, and memories derived from a multiplicity but
ultimately limited repertoire of available social, public, and cultural narratives'
(1994: 614, emphasis added). She also argues that individuals turn experience and
specific 'events' into 'episodes' through a process of 'causal emplotment' (ibid.: 616):
'To make something understandable in the context of a narrative is to give it
historicity and relationality. This works for us because when events are located in a
temporal (however fleeting) and sequential plot we can then explain their
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relationship to other events' (ibid.: 617).1 A generational narrative can be thus be
seen as a part of a 'set of fundamental principles and values' or 'hypergoods' which
are used by individuals as 'evaluative criteria' in crafting their self-identities

(Somers, 1994: 617, following Taylor, 1989). In other words, the notion of generations
is a narrative means by which we conceive of our own and other's temporality or
place in time, and make judgements about how to interact with others who are
crafting or have crafted different identities.

In using generations as an example of a temporal identity narrative, it is perhaps
appropriate to say something of what else might count as a resource in enacting
temporal aspects of self-identity. Social status, roles and events are all assigned
temporal significance. Strauss uses the social conventions of mourning - and the
requirements of not mourning for too long or for too short a time - as an example of
the ubiquity of temporality in social affairs. He writes that at any one time an
individual may be engaging with, and experiencing many different 'temporal

identities' (Strauss, 1959: 126, 129). Periodicity (life span, seasons, days, lunch-ti
etc., see Lewis and Weigert, 1981), temporal regularity, scheduling, calendars and
private/ public time have all emerged as important symbolic organising principles

1

It is interesting to ponder the advance, or temporal significance, of social scienc

compares Somers' description of this process with Strauss: 'Each person's account of

as he writes or thinks about it, is a symbolic ordering of events. The sense that you
own life rests upon what concepts, what interpretations, you bring to bear upon the

multitudinous and disorderly crowd of past acts. If your interpretations are convinci

yourself, if you trust your terminology, then there is some kind of continuous meani
assigned to your life as-a-whole' (1959:145).
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in social life, or what Zerubavel has called the 'sociotemporal order' (1981: xii). The
impact of the clock on structuring of modern industrial society and institutions is
also well known (Thompson, 1967). Others have recognised the manner in which
social practices repeated over time can become 'invented traditions', customs,
conventions and routines, all of which have profound impacts upon contemporary
collective and self-identities (Hobsbawm, 1983:1).

Time has also become a significant area of debate within organisation studies
(Burrell, 1992; Blyton, Hassard, Hill and Starkey, 1989). These debates have
concentrated on the degree to which organisational change in conditions of
modernity or post-modernity can best be described as linear, cyclic or somehow
spiral in nature (Burrell, 1992). Burrell also notes less contentiously that there are
'three intersecting planes of temporality: the continuous flow of day-to-day life (the
durie of activity), the life cycle of the organism (Dasein), and the longue duree of

institutional time and development of social institutions' (ibid.: 166, emphasis in the
original). The talk of generations in this chapter reflects the second and third of

these planes, in that - as I show below - it relies on the sense of lifespan progression
(Giddens, 1991:146-149) and the sense of a social collective or community of practice
(Wenger, 1998) for its substance.

Recent literature on the topic of generations has unsurprisingly also recognised
these connections with temporality: Pilcher has written for instance that 'time is a
multi-layered and complex fact of life' and that 'conceptions of time are central to
the variety of ways in which generation is used in everyday language' (1994: 496).
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Thus, the use of generational narratives, access to, and control over calendars,
schedules, public/ private time and so on, are all likely to be significant resources
the construction of self-identities. Indeed, an example from the research illustrates
the broader point. A lunch-time interview at the home of one of the assistants, Mark,
was interrupted by at least two phone calls from John, who wanted to know some
specific work-related information on one occasion, and, towards the end of the
interview, when Mark would be coming back to the office. As is elaborated in

Chapter 6 in relation to the use of space, Mark suggests that this type of interjectio
into "private" time and space was a common occurrence, and was not necessarily
unwelcome (as he explained it showed that he was a needed employee). In this
incident both myself and Mark (in discussing the legitimacy of John in making the
calls), and John (in actually making the calls), were arguably mobilising and
rationalising time as a resource, and thus an object of our 'evaluative criteria'
(Somers, 1994): how time should or should not be used. By using time as a resource
- to evaluate and respond to the actions of others - we were also projecting temporal
identities. In other words, the "negotiation" over what time should be used for tells
something (it might not be particularly profound or central) about who we are and
what we want.

There are then potentially many temporal identity resources that might be analysed
in Fenderco. As I have searched the data further and deeper, temporality has begun
to emerge, despite its hidden and taken for granted qualities (Zerubavel, 1981).
However, I have argued that there is a need to discuss just one such resource for

each chapter of this thesis. By far the most significant temporal narrative resource t
emerge from the research was how Paul and John used the notion of generations in
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talking about their entrepreneurial activities. There is however, and by w a y of
maintaining the transparency I discussed in Chapter 3 (Van Maanen, 1988:1; Miller
and Glassner, 1997: 103), something methodologically specific about the telling in
this chapter that needs to be briefly discussed, before turning to the analysis.

As with the previous chapter, the empirical analysis is reliant on the talk of Paul and
John in interviews and noted conversations (as was previously stated in Chapter 3).
I was struck that when I analysed the data that there were very little in the way of
observational data or field notes relating to my generations theme. There was also
very little on this theme in relation to the interaction between the owner-managers
and their assistants (unlike in the next Chapter 6 Space). Most of the quotes below
are specifically derived from John and Paul's talk about their life/career histories
and the critical events and contexts that saw them start and run Fenderco. In the
teUing of these stories they talked about "young guns" and 'old farts'.2 Their story is
one of genesis, of leaving secure employment and starting a new venture. Paul and
John had not started a company previously: it is clearly a major event in their careers
and self-identity narratives. Moreover, given that temporal 'nearness' or proximity
is an issue of the meaning individuals attach to events, and that even events far in
the past (though in fact Fenderco was founded only a few years prior to the start of
the research) can appear near and important in the present, it is not surprising that
this particular event looms large in their account (Lewis and Weigert, 1981: 435-436).

2

The first of these phrases is not a quote but serves to illustrate Paul and John's approach.

The second is a quote.
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The absence of "real time" observation of generational interaction - or encounters (a
term I explain below) - is perhaps not that strange however. And, there are perhaps
two points that should be made which might go some way to explaining the absence
(that is, notwithstanding the general limitations of the empirical aspects of this
research discussed in Chapter 3).

Firstly, the way generations is located in the "life history" talk, rather than in action
may say something about the way identity is constituted: as Somers writes, selfidentity is constituted in the act of 'expressing self-realisation' (1994: 611). This is
to say that action is not partly influenced by the realisation and constitution of selfidentity: indeed, this chapter argues exactly that, in that Paul and John's
generational talk justifies their decision to start Fenderco. But, rather that it is
predominately in the reflexive and evaluative process of actually giving an account
that Paul and John associate themselves with a particular generational grouping, not
through what they do and say in "real time".

I am however presuming that "real time" generational interaction actually takes
place in social relations. If this is the case, what would it look like? Presumably it
would be naturally occurring talk about, and behaviour towards, different
generational groups, and one's place in, or in relation to, them. This is absent from
the data in this thesis (or at least so submerged within, and incidental to, the talk to
defy analysis using these methods).

Thus, the second point is that despite the age (older/younger), status
(master/apprentice), and role (manager/ assistant) differences between the owner-
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managers and the assistants, and their obvious "generational" difference, there is
little data to suggest that generations was a potent identity resource in their
interaction. Will and Mark would hurl the odd jovial 'old tosser' towards Paul or
John in the pub, and in one recorded conversation with Will he noted that 'John [...]
is a crabby old git sometimes'. Paul also tended to evaluate Will and Mark's
performance as employees in terms of their potential as successors in running
Fenderco, or talked of how much they needed to learn before being fully responsible
and trusted. But none of this was articulated using the explicit language of
generational affiliation or difference, as was John and Paul's talk of their own
identities. Thus, for the purposes of this thesis generational encounters are a

narrative resource for the process of self-identification and self-realisation: a way of
assembling the past.

The data that is used in this chapter is nevertheless sufficient for the task, and the
structure of the chapter is as follows. Following the pattern of Chapter 2 (where I
wrote that each of the empirically based chapters would draw upon their own
literatures as appropriate), the next section addresses how the concept of
generations has been used in extant literatures. Thereafter, the following section
describes the analytical framework that is adopted to integrate the concern with
entrepreneurial self-identify and generational encounters, and indicates how it
relates to some of the broader thesis themes explained in Chapter 2. Each of the
subsequent empirically based sections looks at an aspect of the generational
encounters that contributes to the development of Paul and John's identities as
entrepreneurs. In the first of these I explore how their sense of generational
distinctiveness, in relation to their previous managers, was influenced by interaction
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with industry colleagues of roughly their o w n age occupying similar positions. The
next section looks at how the owner-managers used the cultural repertoire of a
'community of practice' (Lave and Wenger, 1991) in a process of self-definition, to
distinguish themselves from the older generation of managers for whom they
worked. The third section examines how the generational encounters influenced the
identities of the owner-managers as entrepreneurs and, in turn, their decision - or
more specifically their account of that decision - to establish their own small firm.
The discussion section that follows explores further other temporal contexts
(Somers, 1994) of identity formation, and the place of Paul and John's generational
tales in those contexts. In addition, given that talk of generations, like the
entrepreneurial cliched narrative in the previous chapter, is being described as a
narrative resource, some indication of the possible relationship between them is
explored. A fuller discussion of the inter-relationships of these themes is left for
Chapter 8 however, where the four themes of cliches, generations, space and
relationships are synthesised.

What Generations? How the concept of generations has been used
Since the time of Karl Mannheim's famous essay The Problem of Generations (1952)
and the rise in interest from the 1950s through to the 1970s (Strauss, 1959: 132-147;
Starr, 1974) the topic of generational differences and their social effects has been a
consistent but specialised concern within sociology. Sociological research into
generational effects has often focussed on intergenerational antagonism. Thus,
generational difference has been seen as a social problem. Generational relations
have been seen as determinants of social order and consensus, and were either
perceived as less of a problem than they appeared or conversely, that they hid even
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greater potentials for social conflict than were previously realised (Schuman and
Scott, 1989; Demartini, 1985). Little attention seems to have been paid to the use
people make of the notion or talk of generations in everyday life.

Approaches to generations have tended therefore to focus on two main subject
areas. Firstly the idea that there are generations that capture the Zeitgeist of a
particular time. This has been most commonly applied to the engagement with
particular historical events or political eras (Schuman and Scott, 1989), intellectual
(Annan, 1978) and cultural movements (Starr, 1974). This approach relates to all
people in a particular society being affected by the "generation", even if in practice
people have different specific orientations to it. The second subject area is based on
the notion of kinship generations. This research focuses on the differences of age
within family, communities, or aggregates of the same (Keating, 1996), the parental
aspects of political socialisation (Demartini, 1985), or the collective generational and
historical memory of work environments and kinship relations (Hareven, 1978;
1982).

Where sociological research has made recent advances has been in the area of
theory. Both Pilcher (1994) and Corsten (1999) have made significant contributions
and have suggested that the time has come for more experientially and qualitatively
driven empirical work using the concept of generations. And, most recently Corsten
has argued that generations are historically constituted by discursive practices. Even
Mannheim attacked what he saw as the ridiculous assumptions of an exclusively
positivist approach to looking at the difference between young and old. Generations
were not things that could be counted and measured: he favoured an approach
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which looked at 'interior time which can be grasped by intuitive understanding'
(1952: 282). In other words generations were largely an experiential phenomenon
and needed to be understood using qualitative rather than quantitative measures of
time (Pilcher, 1994: 487). Similarly, Corsten has noted the subjective and
interpretivist approach attempts to develop 'an emphatic definition of the term
"generation"' (1999: 252). But as described above, the majority of research in this
area has adopted macro-sociological approaches that invariably use quantitative or
large sample frequency-oriented qualitative methods. Consequently the subjective
generational experience has not been much explored, with the exception of the oral
history of Hareven (1978) and others in the kinship area (Keating, 1996). However,
Pilcher also notes that attention would have to focus on the interpretation of
meaning and language in relation to the socio-historical context. Furthermore, the
approach adopted in this chapter and throughout this thesis attempts to use the
everyday understanding of the notion as the starting point for analysis: 'members of
a generation are not simply defined by sociologically revealed regulation. Their
shared assumption of a common life experience, and of a common time frame, turns
into a social fact of itself (Corsten, 1999, 253; cf. Silverman, 1970:13; cf. Thompson,
1968: 9-10, who makes a similar point in relation to social class).

The use of generations in this chapter
Thus, recently sociologists have looked afresh the issue of generations and the
broader aspects of identity and temporality that it raises (Pilcher, 1994; Eyerman and
Turner, 1998; Corsten, 1999; Scott, 2000). Similarly, the impact of generational
differences at the level of organisations is attracting some limited attention (Parker,
2000; Pialoux and Beaud, 2000; Beaud and Pialoux, 2001). The role of broader
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generational shifts acting on organisations is also becoming an area of interest
particularly in studies of labour organisations, the concern being how to unionise
and effectively represent the interests of young people (Allvin and Sverke, 2000;
Lowe and Rastin, 2000). The focus on such extra-organisational shifts is also present
in a practitioner oriented literature on how to manage 'Generation X' employees
(Tulgan, 1996). Like their sociological counterparts, a central feature of these studies
is the view of generations as social groups that manifest similar social
characteristics, the extreme being those who 'not only define their situation in a
similar way but also develop similar ways of (re)acting in response to their
generational problems' (Corsten, 1999: 254).

By contrast, the role of generations acting in organisations is also becoming a
research topic within organisational studies (Parker, 2000; Wenger, 1998). This
chapter's emphasis is similarly not on whether organisational participants are
members of a 'generational unit' (Mannheim, 1952: 303) that has a common outlook
on life. Rather, the notion of generation is used as a resource by social actors to
differentiate one group from another in 'micro-situational encounters' (Collins, 2000:
17). Within organisations, the appeal by organisational participants to generational
differences is one 'way of classifying the identity of self and other' (Parker, 2000:
188) - irrespective of whether the participants have broader generational affiliations.
Indeed, "generational encounters" are sometimes between participants who are
"newcomers" and "oldtimers" - defined by when they joined the organisation whose chronological age is immaterial (Wenger, 1998: 99-101; Pialoux and Beaud,
2000: 262). This chapter is based on a view that is implicit within this nascent microorganisational tradition of research on generations. Namely, the relevance of
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generation as a m e a n s by which to analyse meaningful social interaction within
organisations lies more in the phenomenological certitude of organisational
participants expressing the importance of this notion in their work lives, than it does
in their membership of an external social generation whose characteristics they carry
within them into the organisation.

Thus, in their formation of Fenderco - a vehicle for attaining a secure material and
symbolic sense of self (Collinson, 1992: 29-34) - Paul and John are also engaged in
constructing a narrative about themselves, which is the product of their interaction
with others in their social milieu. The key other in this chapter - and a key feature of
how they construct a specifically entrepreneurial identity - are the different
generations of industry colleagues which the owner-managers identify with or set
themselves against. Their oppositional strategy of setting themselves against the
"older generation" also reflects the well-known aspect of self-identity discussed in
Chapter 2: that is, it concerns both sameness with others and difference at the same
time (Jenkins, 1996: 3-4; Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 61). This narratively
constructed element of their self-identities helps to shape and guide their decision
making and subsequent action: that is, through pursuing a specifically
entrepreneurial narrative for describing their activities.

Specifically, the generational narratives that are presented in this chapter have two
key effects for John and Paul. First, in their account it acted as a catalyst for the
decision to embark on entrepreneurial careers by setting up a new venture (i.e. selfidentification as 'entrepreneur' predated what Shapero and Sokol term the
'entrepreneurial event', 1982: 76). Second, the narrative of generational difference,
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along with other narratives, sustained them in the transition from securely
employed professionals to risk taking creators of a new entrant firm: and, the
narrative continued to sustain their entrepreneurial identities even when the
original generational "opposition" was made redundant or replaced through their
starting Fenderco.

For Paul and John to talk of being part of a generation, they are obviously claiming
to be part of something. For the purposes of this chapter, this something can be
usefully conceived as participation in a 'community of practice' (Lave and Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 19983). A community of practice can be considered to exist amongst
persons whose interaction effects 'mutual engagement, a negotiated enterprise, and
a repertoire of negotiable resources accumulated over time' (ibid.: 126). I use
community of practice to refer to the group of port infrastructure industry
professionals who Paul and John talk of. This "group" mutual engagement seems to
be centred on design, sales and business practices - with the desire by the younger
generation to introduce more "modern" practices into the industry. The boundary of
this "community" is defined by Paul and John's previous employment at
Harbourco, and elsewhere, together with those outside that firm - in similar
occupational roles - with whom they had regular contact in their business dealings.
The concept is especially useful given the key role that "generational encounters"

3

See Gourlay (1999), for a critique of this concept, based on its similarity to how the in

organisation is conceptualised in organisational studies. Despite this and other more
sympathetic critical engagement (Contu and Wilhnott, 2000), the concept, even if a
reinvention, provides this chapter with a useful way with which to conceptualise the
generation-based collective Paul and John perceive.
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play within communities of practice as sites where identities are socially forged

(ibid: 101). Following Goffman, a generational encounter entails a degree of physica
co-presence and sustained face-to-face interaction, rather than chance meetings,

which allows 'for a circular flow of feeling among the participants' (1972:18). These
encounters, through their impact on identity, are important to making the 'decision

"to entrepreneur"' (Reynolds, 1991: 64) and realising that decision by sticking with
it

Broader elements of this 'community' can be seen in one conversation with Paul,
who was explaining the different markets Fenderco operates within and the
corruption they have to deal with in some countries. He continued by elaborating on
the nature of the fendering and port infrastructure industry:

We are working in a little village really. We come across the same people all over t
world. There are not many people building ports, while there are quite a few people,
our database probably covers 60% of the people.

When you say you are meeting the same people all the time, when did you meet these p
Is this whilst you were working for [Harbourco]?
You meet people all over the world. Maybe some engineers are working in the Hong
Kong office [of the Ausfend parent]. You bump into them. John and I go to quite a
few seminars. It is a chance to meet up with old acquaintances.

Whilst there will of course be a hierarchy of affiliation in these encounters, and n
all individuals within it will have been equally subject to 'sustained face-to-face
interaction' (Goffman, 1972: 18), the sense of a community of practice was
nevertheless apparent. And, as will become clearer though the analysis, a key
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consolidating component of this community is a narrative between the "old" and
"young" generations.

Furthermore, it is important to note that the use of the term 'community' does not
necessarily 'imply harmony or collaboration' (Wenger, 1998: 85), and the potential
for conflict is ever present within communities of practice. The fact that some
members of a community of practice may interact with, and regard, other members
of that community differently can serve as a source of antagonism and change (ibid:
77). For Paul and John, the generational encounters within the community of
practice resulted in antagonism between its older members and younger members.
They were both critical of the older members qua managers, and identified with
younger members outside the firm who occupied similar roles to their own. In

recounting their life histories and describing their successful joint venture firm th
stress the generational aspects of their identity as entrepreneurs. That is, they

highlight their entrepreneurial distinctiveness in relation to the older generation o
business owners whom they worked for prior to forming their own small firm. Paul
and John talk of 'growing-up together' with a generation of industry colleagues.
They came to see themselves as being part of a generation of younger engineersmanagers in the industry - a new guard that will replace the old - with a desire to
replace "outmoded" business attitudes and management practices. Moreover, this
recognition of "old guards" extends into the owner-managers' experience as
managers and employees of both contemporary and past businesses.

The blend of mutual dependence and antagonism, associated with the focus on
learning as a dynamic process, makes the community of practice concept
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particularly useful. It is not just generational antagonism but also continuity,
through learning from the "older" generation, that typifies relationships over time
within communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991:115). While Paul and John's
relations with their previous employers were characterised by what Shapero and
Sokol (1982: 83) refer to as 'negative displacements', there is a strong sense in their
accounts of having learned from their employers - a sense of continuity and
engagement through shared practice. The learning and identity focus of the
community of practice idea joins both dimensions - continuity and displacement within one conceptual framework.

Entrepreneurial identity and generational distinctiveness
As the above review and analysis of the specific literature suggests. In addition to
this chapter mlfilling a need for analysis that applies the concept of generations to
the organisational and work environments, generational talk can also contribute to a
narrative vocabulary of self-identity. One that meets the challenge that Somers sets
(1994: 620), and which was discussed in Chapter 2 in regards to the 'categorically
destabilizing dimensions of time, space, and relationality' (ibid.: 606, emphasis in the
original). Thus, in taking the meanings of social actors seriously in themselves, the
articulation of generational consciousness - as a means to access the temporality of
narrative self-identity - is a particularly fruitful subject of enquiry, as both Costen
(1999) and Pilcher (1994) have argued.

Hence, the following analysis highHghts three aspects of the generational talk of
Paul and John, which adds to a narrative vocabulary of self-identity in Fenderco. In

the first of these I explore how Paul and John's sense of generational distinctiveness, i
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relation to their previous managers, w a s influenced by interaction with industry
colleagues of roughly their own age who also occupied similar organisational
positions. The next section looks at how the owner-managers used the cultural
repertoire of a community of practice in a process of self-definition, to distinguish
themselves from the older generation of manager-engineers for whom they worked.
The third section examines how the generational encounters influenced their
identities as entrepreneurs, and their decision to establish their own small firm.

'Growing Up Together': Generational Affiliation and Antagonism
Paul and John developed their careers at Harbourco, within a set of relationships
that extended beyond the boundaries of this firm, which can be described as a
community of practice. A central element of the generational encounters between
they and their Harbourco managers was Paul and John's interaction and sense of
affiliation with other industry colleagues who occupied similar positions to their
own. From their managers they learnt the business of port infrastructure
engineering, but through their interaction with engineer-managers in related
organisations they came to develop both an awareness of generational difference
and an affinity with the "younger" generation. At one point, for instance, John was
talking about his early days working as an engineer-salesman in the fendering
industry with Paul, and commented that

it was fun because most of the guys we were dealing with were younger engineer[managers] about our age. We were getting more responsibility. They were getting
more responsibility. We had the ability, the authority, ... the financial discretion to
decide how much we were going to sell it for, what sort of profits we were going to
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make. Likewise, these guys that w e had grown up with, if you like, ... a lot of them
were now getting the discretion to spend more money.

Thus, from the early days of Paul and John's occupational socialisation they
identified with others in different rubber and port-related organisations operating
equivalent or similar sales/design-engineering job roles at the equivalent
organisational level. Throughout the research these developing contacts and
relationships were described as a means by which they felt connected to the
industry or, in the term I am using, the community of practice. They - a disparate
collection of individuals engaged in building a career - "grew up together". Thus
Paul and John 'do not simply share assumptions of a background of experience.
They also share a sense that other members of the same generation share similar
background assumptions' (Corsten, 1999: 258, emphasis in the original).

This collective sense is made explicit and explained by in the following statement b
John, which highlights the relationship between senior and junior staff within the
industry:

It [the 'old fashioned' way of doing business] is also the way that [our old manager
always used to work. It was the old school brigade and the generation of people they
were dealing with was the generation of older [guys]. We were dealing with the
much younger guys, the guys who were doing all the work. Now they [managers of

the older generation] could have an influence to make the younger guy do it a certai
way. Fewer of these guys [managers of the older generation] were around, they were

beginning to retire or die or get promoted into [senior, non-operational] management
roles where they were not in charge of engineering departments anymore: they were
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in a management position, so they had no influence on what was being done in the
engineering department. Our influence was to those people that mattered.

This quote also shows a generational alignment with the operational and hands-on
roles of port engineering on one side and those more senior managers who are not

engineer-managers any longer on the other. It is thus the job role and organisationa
position that creates the conditions for a sense of generational affinity. That is,
career paths of individuals in this industry coalesce at certain individually and
temporally consistent junctions. This can be similarly seen in the following quote
from John, which shows an explicit recognition of how age and life-span is related
to generation and the community of practice,

The sixties/seventies generation has turned into the thirty-somethings, they have
come of age. If you are too young, you do not have the sway with an older guy. If

you are too old the younger guy maybe thinks you are an old fart or something, but if
you are within these age bands as the seller and within this age band as the buyer,

you know you have got a degree of compatibility. [...]. Most of the people that we a
dealing with today are between late twenties and say, fifty. If they are over fifty

are more senior and they are not really involved in us anyone, if they are twenty-fi
or younger they have rarely got the authority to do. So it tends to be that age band

not exclusively but generally - that age band that we are dealing with, which is sor
of the same age band as we are here.

Thus, with talk of 'coming of age' and 'age band' John is defining the community of
practice through recourse to generational narrative resources. The wide range of

ages being referred to clearly shows that in itself, specific age does not determine
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affiliation within the community of practice in anything but a broad sense.
However, that John's place (as well as Paul, Will and Mark - John's use of 'we'
indicates the others too) within the community is being categorised by generational

affiliations is clear. In other words John is identifying himself with a group of other
who share a similar temporally based identity in addition to simple occupational
identification (which includes designers, purchasers, sales and project manager at
both assistant and manager levels, in an array of co-related roles).

Paul and John perceive a commonality of practice, even if that practice is
organisationally disparate. There is a collective sense of being part of a group of
engineer-managers who have "a stake" in the industry, a sense therefore of 'mutual
engagement' (Wenger, 1998: 291). This group is cleft between the 'old farts' who
defend and maintain the way that things have been done the past, and the "young
guns" who have a general desire to replace "outmoded" management practices and
business attitudes. While those outside the firm may be closer to the "periphery" of
the community of practice, as a bounded locale characterised by intense face-to-face
interaction, the effects of interacting with them were nonetheless described by Paul
and John as an important influence on how they viewed their Harbourco managers.
But the identification and placement within a generationally based community is
just one aspect. The next section looks at how this generational difference is
signified through engagement with cultural practice and socio-technical artifacts.

'Cultural' history and socio-technical signifiers of generational difference
Thus, Paul and John not only saw themselves as part of something they also
interpreted and made use of the cultural and socio-technical aspects of the
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community's 'shared repertoire of negotiable resources' (Wenger, 1998: 153), as a

palette on which to compose new self-representations, identities, and practices. This
section examines how these resources are used by Paul and John to differentiate
themselves from the "older" generation of managers for whom they worked - which

entailed 'a formulation of "them" and "us" ' (Parker, 2000:199). That differentiation
was a crucial part of the process by which they came to define themselves as "young
gun" entrepreneurs.

Paul and John articulate a narrative of redundancy for the past way of doing
business, and a sense of helping to effect changes in business culture. John, for
instance, in explaining why they were currently getting involved in "partnering"
arrangements with some of their larger contracting companies, said that:

The eighties was aggression. The nineties is, if you like, reconciliation and
discussion, negotiation, 'let's do it', let's use a bit of common sense here. Let's
not kill each other in the process. Business can be fun or it can be nasty. Let's
make it a bit more enjoyable and profitable for everyone.

Furthermore, when talking about how the industry association gives out awards at
conferences for excellent design and engineering work, Paul commented on how

'the post war generation business managers in Britain tend to have the grand title o
Chairman of Manufacturing when the company has two or three people'. Indeed,
John, at one point compared his earlier employment under the "old guard" to his
perception of business being 'old fashioned' in contemporary Ireland:
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I imagine that must have been like business years ago when [our managers] started
up [Harbourco]. There was very much a protocol which you had to follow and
business etiquette, and these [are]...all broken these days. Things would work: very
old fashioned, slow, very laborious. [There was a] formality to business. [Now],
rather than addressing somebody as 'Mister' all the time.. .you are calling them by

their first names. And I think this is all to do with the advent of fax and e-mail an
things like this, everything is much more informal.

More concretely in relation to his work at Harbourco, Paul 'became more and more
disillusioned with them [Harbourco's managers]' because of the way that
'technology was moving on' and the way the 'market was changing'. Similarly Paul
also said that

There was always a certain amount of chaos within the company and they [the
Harbourco managers] under-performed. Half the letters they were sending out to
potential customers [were] apologising for not sending the quote they should have
sent two months ago. And this went on and on. So, there were a lot of aspects of the
company that I really was not impressed with although I liked the people.

These quotes reflect Paul and John's perceptions - both in general and specifically
relation to their Harbourco managers - of the now superseded generation of

business managers as living in a culturally different business world. It was a world
where the "right" social background was as important, if not more important, than
professional management (Tiratsoo, 1997).
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Paul and John's engagement with the cultural traditions of the industry, in a w a y
that differentiated them from, and positioned (Davies and Harre, 1991) them in
opposition to the Harbourco managers, is also evident in relation to their talk of
socio-technical artefacts. This is not so surprising, as 'the artefacts used within a
cultural practice carry a substantial portion of that practice's heritage' (Lave and
Wenger, 1991: 101). To Paul and John new technologies were transparent, visible
and relevant. Paul and John felt that to the older generation these artefacts were
opaque, invisible and irrelevant. In the eyes of Paul and John this engagement with
socio-technical artefacts (such as the use of fax and e-mail, described above and
below) became emblematic of the perceived generational differences between the
"young" and "old" managers. Mannheim's notion of 'fresh contact' is useful here.
Each new generation meets things afresh. Moreover, the advent of new things also
impacts upon generations differently. Mannheim noted that when a new generation
approaches a familiar problem, 'fresh contact (meeting something anew) always
means a changed relationship of distance from the object and a novel approach in
assimilating, using, and developing the proffered material' (1952: 293).

It is no surprise then, to find that with the introduction of new technologies and
novel business practices people will adopt different strategies of use and acceptance
as well as employ the new as emblematic of broader change processes. Bourdieu has
also noted the way in which young and old adopt the different Took' and attributes
of age (1993: 95). Clearly, Paul and John align themselves with the new technology
and identify the older technology with the older generation of business managers:
the artefacts are an emblem of the distinctiveness of their self-identity. In one

185

conversation Paul spoke, for instance, with w r y amusement about the old
technologies of business in Harbourco:

[there was the] telex, a machine which you used to type on a little tape and run it
through and it was typed on a typewriter. I think by the eighties we'd got our first
golf ball machine. Communications were slow, telephone systems were manual
things where you used to pull little levers and connect to.

An important aspect of generational encounters is younger people coming into
contact with the established repertoire (or cultural tradition) and using it to create
new sets of meanings (Wenger, 1998: 83). That process of mutual engagement
around a socio-technical or cultural repertoire plays a significant role in delimiting
generational groupings within a community of practice. A key aspect of this
engagement is the way in which the younger generation makes explicit aspects of
the underlying assumptions of that tradition. As Mannheim notes, one way in
which past experience is incorporated into the present is through what he terms
'unconscious patterns' (1952: 295) - which, using more recent conceptual
frameworks, might be described as 'theories in use' (Argyris and Schon, 1974, cited
in Watson, 1996: 325). Paul and John's account of their decision to break with
Harbourco, involved in part rendering into narratives the business and cultural
practices - a bringing to the surface of the theories in use - of the previous
generation of managers. It involved a conscious decision to substitute for these a
new form of management practice through the establishment of Fenderco: an
entrepreneurial venture.

186

Generational encounters and entrepreneurial identity
This section looks at the account of Paul and John's decision to establish Fenderco,
and how they support it through a sense of themselves as entrepreneurs - an
entrepreneurial identity - which emerged out of the generational encounters with
their Harbourco managers.

Fendering is an integral but relatively minor activity in the operation of ports, with
not insubstantial barriers to entry. Paul and John were therefore by no means
inevitably destined to set up their own firm. Indeed the obstacles to so doing were
not insignificant when compared to the alternative of remaining securely employed
at HarbourcoCorp. One resource therefore, that Paul and John drew upon in
defining themselves as entrepreneurs, and acting accordingly, was their definition
of their managers as members of an older generation. By juxtaposing themselves
against the dull routine of the 'old farts', Paul and John also asserted their
entrepreneurial self-identity. At one point Paul, for instance, commented that

when they [the two Harbourco managers] sold out, [the new parent company]
thought they had just bought these two great entrepreneurs - the two managers. They
had not realised there were a core of people beneath them.

Paul and John came to feel that it was they, not the two managers who were the
entrepreneurs. Throughout the research, as was seen in the previous chapter, their
talk was replete with the 'the will to conquer: the impulse to fight, to prove oneself
superior to others' and 'the joy of creating, of getting things done' (Schumpeter,
1990:133). Paul and John are both willing to take risks and create wealth: they both
show an entrepreneurial identity.
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Paul and John both worked at Harbourco as employees whilst in their late twenties
and early thirties and were quite likely to succeed the two managers had they
stayed. At one point a larger foreign company bought out Harbourco, but it retained
the two founding managers. The managers retained their overall management roles
of the new HarbourcoCorp but were increasingly perceived by Paul and John as
obstacles to developing the company into new markets that were emerging as a
result of the recent merger. Paul and John were also disappointed and frustrated at
the lack of ambition from the managers, who they regarded as having 'sold out'
(literally and figuratively), and were irritated at doing the managers' jobs but not
receiving the appropriate recognition or rewards. This increasing frustration and
generational antagonism is shown in this comment from John who said that

We had a few ructions and arguments with the management within Harbourco, and
we started trying to stretch our wings and flex our muscles a bit more. And it

worked, and it didn't. Some of it backed fired on us, because we realised that [Name,
HarbourcoCorp manager] was just spending all his time down the pub. And you

were looking at the orders coming in and ninety percent of them, ninety percent of t
business of that company, were being generated by Paul and myself. We realised that
we were worth a lot of money to this company [the new merged HarbourcoCorp]
because we were making a lot of profit, and we knew that that profit was coming
from us: that we were winning! We had this frankly not very competent technical
director [HabourcoCorp manager] and the other ten percent were ones which were
more or less people ringing up and saying they would like to order so they did not
have to do anything for it. [Name, other HarbourcoCorp manger] by this time was
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looking more to spending time on his on boat and maximising his pension fund and
how can you get out of this [the opportunities provided by the new merger].

This quote shows not only a sense of increasing awareness of their own abilities to
create wealth, but also how this is juxtaposed against an increasingly frustrated and
antagonistic relationship with their managers. As Parker notes, to use a generational
identity 'is to comment on the inabilities of others [i.e. the older generation of
managers] just as it celebrates the expertise of self (2000: 204). Paul and John used
the notion of generation to construct and maintain a consolidated and
entrepreneurial identity, based on positioning themselves in opposition to, and
hightighting the deficiencies of, the previous generation of managers, which
sustained and justified entrepreneurial activity that involved breaking with
previously stable employment and professional peers. In that sense, generation was
a resource that the actors drew upon, reflexively and narratively, in processes of
identification that led ultimately to the creation of a new firm.

To a certain extent, the owner-managers were "pushed" into creating their own firm
by what Shapero and Sokol (1982: 80) term job-related negative displacements: their
feeling of exploitation, dissatisfaction at what they perceived as poor management,
and a clash of aspirations for the future of the business. Certainly this sense of
rupture, in breaking with HarbourcoCorp, is present in the talk of Paul and John.
For instance, John talked about how one of the HarbourcoCorp managers

was really an obstacle for progressing things [their careers and the business success]
any further.
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[Voicing the HarbourcoCorp manager's objections and his own reply] "Oh no, we
have always done it that way".
"[HarbourcoCorp manager's name], you have to change if you want to win more
business".

However, the relationship between these "young guns" and 'old farts' was not
entirely dominated by conflict and binary opposition, despite these antagonisms. A
significant element of continuity associated with mutual engagement in practice and
learning from the older generation was intertwined with these negative experiences.
Both Paul and John acknowledged that they learnt from their previous managers.
For instance Paul said that they 'taught us how the whole financial mechanisms of
running companies worked'. Similarly, they had respect for their managers, as
indicated by Paul's remark that 'we could have gone to another company and got a

job, but... it would have been disloyal... [so] the right choice was to set up our ow
business'.

By bringing the process of self-identity consolidation into view, one can capture th
positive and incremental aspects of the social context of the decision by Paul and

John to establish Fenderco - the sense of learning, but also being stifled by existi
practices and opportunities. This tension is an example of the simultaneous
construction of identity as sameness and difference (Jenkins, 1996: 3-4). But also,
more specifically, analogous to the double bind of the apprentice, as described by
Lave and Wenger (1991: 115). Where there is a contradiction between the need to
engage with existing practice in the community (continuity), but at the same time
have a stake in the development of that practice (change). Paul and John were keen
to challenge traditional interpretations of business practice in their industry and
190

offer 'alternative interpretations' (Demartini, 1985: 2). Specifically, Fenderco
espoused a sophisticated design and technology ethos and a higher degree of service
orientation than was common in their industry. In one conversation, for example,
Paul described how

the market is becoming increasingly technologically sophisticated. Ports are having to
use specialists fendering firms. Gone are the days of just using old tyres for fenders.
What we [Fenderco] offer that's different, is eloquence, better design and more cost
effectiveness, where there is better down stream maintenance effectiveness.

This ethos represented a distinctive shift away from the business practices of the
older generation.

The impact of the generational encounters is not only a thing of the past for Paul and
John. The generational aspect of their entrepreneurial identities influenced
subsequent business relationships. This became apparent when talking to Paul
about a trip to visit the 'bosses' of the parent company, Ausfend, in Australia. As
was discussed in the previous chapter, Paul and John had since starting Fenderco
also set up a number of additional limited liability companies to supplement the
fendering business, which were mostly independent of the Australian corporate
parent and the European joint venture partner (one of these businesses, Steel
Applications, included the managing director of FendercoEurope as a director). Paul
spoke of how the parent company was not pleased by Fenderco's diversification or,
apparently, its success. Paul said they 'were annoyed that Fenderco, rather than
remaining a poky little outlying office was now worth more than [Ausfend, the
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parent company]'. Paul referred to the parent company's managers as 'backward'
and a lot of 'old fogies' and elaborated that

these old men want to retire, they want to fake their investments. They want control
over it [the whole partnership], but they don't have that because of the
entrepreneurial nature of the joint venture [Fenderco and FendecoEurope, its
European partner].

This talk of 'old men' and lack of entrepreneurial drive is reminiscent of Paul's
oppositional attitude to his previous managers at Harbourco. And, regardless of the
veracity of his claim to financial superiority over the parent, the apparent
generational antagonism (justified in entrepreneurial terms) remains a prevalent

feature, serving to maintain his entrepreneurial self-identity in the face of corpora
control. John confirms this continuing nature of generational encounters when he
realises that he too will one day become part of the older generation:

I am sure the time will come for us when all the people we are dealing with are far
too senior to have any bearing on our type of work, in which case we will have other
people coming up to fill that role.

Discussion: generations, cliches and temporality revisited
At the beginning of this chapter I suggested that this discussion would elaborate
and position the generational tales of John and Paul within the broader temporal

contexts of identity. The three features of these tales - generational affiliation a
antagonism, culture/artifacts, and entrepreneurial identity - constitute a microexamination of a particular temporal narrative resource. The above quote from John
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about h o w he recognises that he too might become part of an older generation is
also suggestive of a much broader feature of temporal identity that is worth
examining.

To my mind Paul and John's talk of generations is about replacement; the past is not
being repeated and the future is being projected and 'colonised' (Giddens, 1991: 87)
on the back of their project, Fenderco. As became apparent in the previous chapter
Paul and John sometimes talked about their aspirations and ambitions for the future:
their ambition to 'build up' a Tittle empire'. In this they are engaging not in

generational narrative but construction of self-identity in relation to the trajectory o
the lifespan. Giddens argues that in conditions of high modernity the lifespan
'emerges as a separate segment of time, distanced from the life cycle of the
generations' (ibid.: 146). In writing this Giddens is using the notion of generational
differences as 'a mode of time-reckoning in pre-modern societies' and 'a distinct
kinship cohort or order which sets the individual's life within a sequence of

collective transitions' (ibid.). Obviously this is a far more specific and sociologically
pre- or non-narrative definition of generations than has been applied in this chapter.
But, as an element in the narrative production of a biography (ibid.: 53-4), Giddens'
analysis of the temporality of self-identity - on my reading at least - does not

necessarily exclude the talk of generations. Indeed, in Giddens analysis, if the 'cycle'
of pre-modern "real" generations no longer exists, Paul and John's talk of
generations might be described as part of the way that individuals reconstruct
traditional orders (ibid.: 206-7).
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Giddens' point is that in pre-modern times generations constituted temporal
identity in the form of rediscovery and renewal of 'modes of life' (ibid.: 146), as each
generation replaced the other. Shifts in the spatiality and other contexts of modern
life have meant that it is the lifespan of individuals which 'emerges as a trajectory
which relates above all to the individual's projects and plans' (ibid.: 1474). In other
words it is our relationship to our own lifespan and not a generation - in Giddens
"real" sense, and not as it has been used in this chapter - which provides a central
focus of temporality to our self-identities. Moreover, this means that the
relationships that Paul, John, myself and you, the reader, make with others ('familial
partners, children, friends, colleagues and acquaintances') 'have to be mobilised
through the reflexive ordering of the lifespan as a discrete and internally referential
phenomenon' (ibid.: 147-148). Talk of generations is a narrative aspect of that
'reflexive ordering'.

What this means to the current analysis is that the narrative of generations, aside
from how they may be implicated in the 'reconstruction of tradition', becomes not a
narrative of renewal, rediscovery and reliving, but a narrative of replacement. Thus,

because talk of generations is still being used, it is obviously because it is 'reflexive
justifiable' (ibid.: 146) in the production of self-identity. This chapter has shown how
this is accomplished at Fenderco. Thus, Paul and John talk of how what they do
relates to the old way of doing things. And, as John's comment above suggests, they

* It is worth reiterating Jenkins' criticism of Giddens here. In Chapter 2 I noted that Jenkins
feels that Giddens over-states the rupture between identities of traditional and modern
(1996: 9-10).
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recognise that they too will become 'old farts'. But the dominant narrative of their
"generation" is of replacement, rather than emulation and renewal.

Hence, generational narrative encounters provide just one of many possible
examples of temporal identity. Specific talk about age and lifespan events might
have provided another focus for the examination of self-identity in Fenderco. One
conversation from the research provides an example of what this might look like,
and is worth brief discussion.

There is a walk around Maltonbury that Paul, myself and others would sometimes
take of a Sunday afternoon, after the almost obligatory pub lunch at The Grinning
Cat. On one of these walks Paul and I were talking about how he had recently
sacked Joan, the office secretary, for stealing, and how he had involved the police,
who were about to prosecute her. The conversation developed into how as
adolescents we had both had "run ins" with the law and how the experience had
been a formative one for both of us: we agreed that in such experiences as
adolescents you meet an age-related social "boundary" of some description. We also
talked about people we had known as teenagers who had continued to stay the
wrong side of that boundary into adulthood and experienced problems related to

drugs or crime and so on. The reality of this boundary in adolescence is not the issu
(but that duration boundaries in social time and social biography exist is not in
doubt, see Lewis and Weigert, 1981: 442-3). However, the conversation - in a similar
way to the slice of conversation I quoted in Chapter 3 where Paul and myself were
mutually identifying ourselves as entrepreneurs - indicates a mutual construction
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and the use of lifespan. In other words w e were constructing our "membership" of a
group who had passed this temporal boundary into adulthood.

The above example and the foregoing discussion goes some way to placing the
generational narrative of Paul and John within the broader temporal contexts I
discussed in the introduction to this chapter. The second point that might be
usefully discussed at this juncture (and was indicated in the introduction to this
chapter), is a preliminary examination of the relationship between cliched and
generational narratives.

A first aspect of this inter-relationship is that this "modern" use of the notion of
generations may, if Giddens is right, have some parallels with a central feature of
the use of cliches that was discussed in Chapter 4. In the previous chapter it was
remarked that the idea of cliches as a negative and repetitive discursive and literary
phenomenon emerged in the Twentieth century, as newness and originality became
positive emblems of modernity. In more traditional times repetition and following
the expressions of famous predecessors was seen as a virtue and a proper way of
learning from and emulating the masters. The above discussion of Giddens' "real"
traditional generations and their replication of previous social practice are
analogous. Paul and John's use of cliches and generations are arguably therefore,
both part of a traditional language co-opted and translated for modernity: a
'reconstruction of tradition' (Giddens, 1991: 206).

The second emergent and seemingly pervasive feature of the generational and
cliched talk is the oppositional rhetoric that both Paul and John use. In their
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generational narrative too, the binary distinctions of opposition are clearly
articulated. Paul and John use a generational narrative in a similar manner to the
concept of labelling, in that the creation of an opposition or deviant group of others
- a group that needs replacing - also helps to create and define the individual
(Becker, 1963). Alternatively, their use of generational narrative might be seen in a
less binary manner using Davies and Harre's concept of 'positioning', 'whereby
selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent
participants in jointly produced story lines' (1991: 48; see also Czarniawska, 1998:
41). For Paul and John their labelling or positioning articulations about generational
relationships provides a vocabulary and social context with which to identify their
sense of difference and sameness in the pursuit of their project.

This oppositionalism is not new, nor is it surprising. It can be seen in other empirica
studies of identity too. In Karreman and Alvesson's study the newspaper employees
in a sales meeting construct a variety of others with which they set themselves
against or emphasise their difference from (2001): the public that bought their
newspaper were seen as ordinary and 'unglamorous'; and the work team perceived
and projected themselves as cynically distant from both 'the profession and the
world'; they themselves also professed that they would not read their newspaper
(ibid.: 81-82, 84). The news-making team in part constructs its own identity in
relation to how they talk about and perceive themselves in opposition to others. The
purpose of this is to ensure that their sense of themselves, as individuals and as a
group cohered and made sense. This 'negative identity' (ibid.: 84) is only one of
many identities that Karreman and Alvesson show that the newsmakers draw upon,
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but, and this is the point, it seems that an oppositional or negative aspect is a generic
feature of how people construct self-identity.

In Fenderco, as with the use of entrepreneurial cliches in the previous chapter, it is a
lack of institutionally specific narrative resources that is the main reason why
generational narrative resources are used to consolidate their sense of themselves as
entrepreneurs.

A difference, however, between the cliched and generational narratives is that Paul
and John actively use and acknowledge generations narratives in their talk, whereas
cliches was a conceptual construct that 1 used to pattern the various elements of
their entrepreneurial narrative. The point here is that Paul and John, to a greater
degree at least, use their talk of generations as part of their 'evaluative critieria'
(Somers, 1994: 617) in framing - or perhaps, in 'reflexive[ly] ordering', (Giddens,
1991:148) - their membership of a community of practice, and the replacement and
exclusion of others: the 'old farts' and 'old fogies'. In this sense generational
narrative is a tool that enables them to create a consolidated and fluently expressed
self-identity.

Consolidated, because it delineates and sets together - for them at least - their place
in a commonly identifiable collective, and through a particular time span. As Strauss
has noted 'the subjective feeling of continuity turns not merely upon the number or
degree of behavioural changes, but upon the framework of terms within which
otherwise discordant events can be reconciled and related. [...] Past identities can be
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reconciled, m a d e to appear uniform despite their apparent diversity' (1959: 146-7,
my emphasis). Generational narrative is a 'framework of terms' in this sense.

Paul and John's self-identities can be described as fluently expressed because
generational narrative combines a readily available social narrative about time,

aging and lifespan, with the specific needs (i.e. the lack of entrepreneurially specific

and institutionally available narratives) of their entrepreneurial setting: it is a flue
narrative because it "fits" the local needs well. Thus, though engineering and design
talk is also prevalent in John and Paul's talk (which is also, especially in the case of
design and aesthetics, employed "entrepreneurially" on occasion), this is a narrative
resource available throughout their industry which lacks an exclusively
entrepreneurial dynamic. The creation of an oppositional and non- or antientrepreneurial other through a generational narrative, facilitates a fluently
expressed self-identity.

Conclusion
These broader temporal contexts of identity, and the similarities and differences
between cliched and generational narratives will of course be explored further and
less speculatively, along with the analysis in Chapters 6 Space and 7 Relationships, in
Chapter 8. For now enough has been written to achieve the main purpose of this
chapter - to provide an example of how the temporality of self-identity is
narratively produced. Throughout this chapter the concern has been to show that
Paul and John used the generational encounters with the "older" generation as an
important self-identity resource in thinking of themselves as entrepreneurs. Those
encounters, in turn, were influenced by Paul and John's encounters with younger
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engineer-managers in the wider industry - with w h o m they developed a sense of
affiliation or, in Mannheim's terms, a generational 'consciousness' (1952: 290). This
affiliation is closely related to recognition of similar job roles, organisationalhierarchical positions and career paths. However, this affiliation went beyond the
functionality of similarity: they came to regard themselves as part of a generation,
not just a trans-organisational occupational grouping. In the process of selfdefinition, Paul and John utilised the cultural repertoire of the community of
practice, manifest in business culture and cultural artefacts, as a resource with which
to construct new meanings - new attitudes towards business, a sense of the new
replacing the old, a sense of themselves as entrepreneurs.
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Chapter 6 Space

Introduction: Which space?
In Chapter 2 I wrote that this chapter would address where Paul and John's selfidentities are spatially situated. As will be apparent from the previous chapter, if
self-identities are temporally situated they must equally exist in space (Somers, 1994;
Jenkins, 1996; Giddens, 1991). This chapter explores the spatiality of self-identity in
Fenderco.

However, unlike the previous two chapters Cliches and Generations, Chapter 6 does
not limit analysis to space as a narrative resource: the topic of this chapter is not
limited to how people talk about place, but expands into talk about what people do
in those spaces. Whilst the empirical material is largely conversational and follows
the style of previous chapters, the substance of Paul, John and the other's talk, and
my observations, are more concerned with where the social action is being
described, or is taking place. Thus this chapter provides an analysis of how people at
Fenderco interrelate with the socio-spatial structures in which they construct and
consolidate their self-narratives. As Somers has written, 'Narrative identities are
constituted by a person's temporally and spatially variable place in culturally
constructed stories [...] however, narratives are not incorporated into the self in any
direct way; rather they are mediated through the enormous spectrum of social and
political institutions and practices that constitute our social world' (1994: 625,
emphasis in the original). In other words the way that we construct our stories about
ourselves is dependent on both temporal and spatial location within social systems
and structures: the self is "done" somewhere in physical.spaces (or 'material spatial
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practices', Harvey, 1990: 218).

Thus, in this chapter the w a y that Paul and John use and develop their self-identity
in the Fenderco office, construction sites, homes and a local pub are examined. What
results is a recognition of the impact of place on how they present themselves
(Goffman, 1959). Paul and John are not only entrepreneurs in this chapter but also,
depending upon where they happen to be, employers, salesmen, designers, bosses,
dinner hosts, drinking partners, etc. But, as was discussed in Chapter 2, their selfidentities are more than the enactment of these differing roles. This is because a
narrow, 'static, formal and ritualistic' (Davies and Harre, 1991: 43) view of roles
suggests a deterministic relationship to agency. Here, whilst Paul and John, and the
others, do play with and act out roles as part of their self-identities, they are not
static but historically and narratively constituted and enacted.

Moreover, this chapter is also far more closely concerned with a wider array of
persons than has been the case so far. Will and Mark figure as much as Paul and

John because they all use and talk about the activity in the spatial locations I discus
Will and Mark's part in this chapter is, nevertheless, mostly intended to further
ifluminate the self-identity processes of Paul and John: the focus has not shifted to
analysis of employee identity. As such the central concern of this chapter is the
manner in which Paul and John bolster and consolidate their self-identities as
employers and managers in the various different spaces they inhabit Paul and John
are seen to both reassure themselves and ensure that they are in control of spatial
regions that go beyond the typical arenas of management and employer control.
Such control across differing and multiple spaces see Paul and John differentiating
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themselves as employers from others and thus "importing" their work self-identity
into these atypically non-work spatial regions.

The focus of this chapter has not however, shifted to the non-social and the
geographical. Space is not homogenous. Like time it is differentiated and
characterised through social interaction and 'the enormous spectrum of social and
political institutions and practices that constitute our social world' (Somers, 1994:
625). This chapter reflects this in two specific ways.

Firstly and most importantly, emphasis is given to the way in which space, like time,
can be near or distance to something, or indeed, the experience of things 'becoming
near or distant' (Lewis and Weigert, 1981: 436; see also Berger and Luckmann, 1965:
36). Much of the research, and, as I demonstrate below, significant "business"
activity, took place in physically close-by or proximate locations outside the 'central
region' of the office, such as The Grinning Cat pub and Paul's home. This centrality is
not meant in any definitive sense, the centrality of Fenderco's office merely reflects
the importance of the office as a centre and focus for the entrepreneurial and work
activities of Paul and John, and hence the research into their self-identities. As will
be discussed below, in social practice the spatial "centre" can be in many different
actual locations depending on particular contexts. Thus, Fenderco business activity
would also take place at a distance, in peripheral regions such as the construction
sites where Fenderco installs its fender systems, and industry conferences or 'pissups', as Will humorously and derogatorily called them. Thus, this chapter explores

the effect of spatial proximity, as well as centrality and peripherality on the processe
of identity formation, consolidation and maintenance (central and peripheral regions
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are Giddens, 1984, terms, proximate region is m y o w n , all are explained below). 1

1

Earlier versions of this chapter included a lengthy review of extant literatures which have

considered the functionality (Becker, 1981; Brookes and Kaplan, 1972) and symbolism (Hatch,
1990) of the internal spaces of organisational control (Baldry, 1999; Rapoport, 1982; Yanow,
1995; 1998; Knights and McCabe, 1998, provide just a few examples), and "extraorganisational" spaces or proximate regions in passing (locales such as parking areas, eating
areas, smoking areas, and even toilet areas have been discussed; Collinson, 1992; Pollert,
1981; Beynon, 1973; Linstead, 1985). The review eventually proved superfluous and has been
omitted. The' purpose here is not to suggest that there is something especially innovative in
the recognition of spatial overlap between work and other spaces. The point is they have not

been directly analysed within those literatures as an explicit and central object of study. Nor

have these literatures made a specific contribution to discussion of self-identity in its spat
context. These literatures include; those of industrial sociology (Giddens notes how

descriptions of spatial control are 'legion in the literature of industrial sociology', 1984: 1
which tend to focus on conditions of control and the creation of class identity (Goldthorpe,
Lockwood, Bechhofer and Piatt, 1969; Beynon, 1973: 190; Edwards, 1979: 26; and Watson,
1987: 119, who specifically differentiates between work/non-work); literature from social
philosophers such as Tonnies (in Bell and Newby, 1974) through Habermas (1962), who have
drawn distinctions between public and private spheres (see also Ackroyd and Thompson,
1999; Collinson and Collinson, 1997; Fahey, 1995); work in the application of ideas about
work/ non-work and public/private spheres in studies of gender (Collinson, 1992: 59; Pollert,
1981: 79-88; Kunda, 1992: 163-170); and studies of smaller organisations which have been
concerned with the nature of employment relations in small firms and have traditionally
focussed on issues of control and power, normally within a class context (Holliday, 1995;
Moule, 1998; Hobbs, 1988; Rainnie, 1989: 87; and Ram, 1994: 160). Thus, though spatial and

identity issues have been considered in the literature it has largely done so incidentally wit
other analytical objectives in mind.
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T h e second characterisation of space that is used, to a lessor but significant extent in
this chapter, is the way in which space is not just a physical manifestation, but also
one implied in social interaction and reflexivity. Thus, the physical fact of space is
not sufficient to characterise the manner in which people use and engage with
physical space. Hence, the idea of social and mental spaces can usefully distinguish
the actuality of place from spaces that are mutually used and discussed with others,
or those that are thought about in the imagination.2

2

This characterisations of physical, social and mental space is taken from Lefebvre's (1994)

and Harvey's (1990) seminal work. Specifically Lefebvre's concepts are: 'material spatial
practices'- what people experience in space; 'representations of space' - what people perceive

of the 'signs and significations, codes and knowledge, that allow such material practices to b
talked about and understood'; and 'spaces of representation' - the imagined 'mental
inventions' of space (Harvey, 1990: 218-219; Leferbvre, 1994: 38-39). These conceptualisations,
on my reading at least, are not reducible to the terms physical, social and mental spaces.
Indeed their work is intent, I think, on collapsing these renditions of space into separate
reified domains. The purpose here is not to engage with or employ their theories of space, but
merely to illustrate that space, language, time and social relations can constitute locations
identity: that is, spaces where people experience, perceive and imagine. Simplistic divisions
of physical, social and mental space have also been applied to discussions of self-identity

previously. Kondo for instance briefly discusses the division of the 'inner space' of mind/sel
and the 'outer world' (Kondo, 1990: 35), and concludes that this Cartesian dichotomy
between reason and sense perception, and the correlative objectification of the self as

'irreducible essence' (ibid.) fails to recognise the slutting and generative nature of identit
other words, a simple split between the inner, mental space of mind and the social and
physical space of the 'outer world', is not now tenable. However, it is worth noting that
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The chapter is structured in the following way. Firstly, a conceptual setting for
understanding what is meant by space and identity in this chapter is presented.
Next, the empirically based sections consider how both the central regions of
Fenderco's offices and the peripheral regions, such as the construction sites,
influence and frame self-identity work. The proximate regions of homes and pubs
are then considered. Subsequent discussion in the third and concluding section
elaborates on the broader implications for this thesis and makes some preliminary
conclusions anticipating the discussion of the thesis contribution in Chapter 8.

Identity within and beyond the company walls
Jenkins has noted that 'identity is always constructed from a point of view' (1996:

27). It is then perhaps banal to say that life-narratives of self-identity are inhe

spatial. This section however, intends to locate the spatiality of identity in a co

theoretical context. To do this carefully, but without losing focus, is difficult, a
what follows below is a purposefully partial use of social theory in this area,
specifically Giddens' analysis of space (1984) .3

Lefebvre (1994:11-12), Kondo (1990: 35) and others (Bourdieu, for instance regularly uses the

term social space, 1985; 1990), find it difficult in practice to stop using the term

utility of the distinction. Consequently, though the use of the terms (physical, soc

is recognised as theoretically weak, the practical use value mean that I will conti
them when necessary.
3

Early analysis of the spatial aspects of Fenderco relied on its own concepts (Down

Taylor, 2000). However, as is often the case further reading showed that there was n

re-invent the wheel, and in the spirit of Becker (1986a: 142) here I build on that e
conceptualisation of proximate space by incorporating Giddens' analysis.
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It is important to stress again, however, the narrative biographical basis of self-

identity. An individual's self-narrative is spatially located: the story of one's l
takes place somewhere. There is also an important associative quality to the

juxtaposition of self and space. If I were to stop writing and walk down to the loca
corner shop and find myself looking upon the Taj Mahal I would, like Taylor (who's

example this is) conclude that a film set has been placed there, not that I am in In
Thus, 'We know where we are through a mixture of recognition of landmarks before
us and a sense of how we have travelled to get here' (1989: 48). Massey also

comments on the associative arid socially contingent nature of place and argues tha

the particular mix of social relations which are [...] part of what defines the
uniqueness of any place is by no means all included within that place itself.

Importantly, it includes relations which stretch beyond - the global as part of wha

constitutes the local, the outside as part of the inside [...]. The identities of p

always unfixed, contested and multiple [....]. Places viewed in this way are open a
porous (1994: 5).

Places are open and porous because people with different identities interact with
them in different ways (different times, intentions, purposes, uses, values, etc.).

Organisationally too, these aspects of spatiality have been recognised. Tsoukas

(1994; cf. Cooper, 1990), for instance, argues that organisations do not have a singl

identity but rather can be conceived as a web of institutionalised beliefs, which a
in a state of flux and constantly form and re-form. He describes how the
organisation has previously been over-reified spatially, rather than being seen as

system of relations. Thus Fenderco, like other organisations, exists within specific
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legal and other boundaries. H o w e v e r , these boundaries are the product of the social
action which takes place within and between the firms and the rest of their social
environment. Similarly, the spaces which Paul and John inhabit are not limited to a
single site but in a multiplicity of diverse locations, each with differing webs of
institutional beliefs. Fenderco's spatial context might be described in many different
ways: as the business empire and "regal" domain of its owner-managers, a
convenient stepping-stone for its employees, just another small firm in Maltonbury,
or a minor specialist contractor on a large construction site. This recognition of the
essential indeterminacy of social space and the intersections of time and space has
been explored in detail by Giddens (1984).

Giddens' discussion is extensive and goes far beyond the needs of this chapter.4
What are used are his basic concepts of locale, front/back and centre/peripheral regions
(ibid.: 110-132). 'Locales refer to the use of space to provide the settings of
interaction', which are contextual in nature. Thus, whilst locales are often
synonymous with physically bounded entities such as a home, these settings for
interaction can have 'a range of other properties specified by the modes of its
utilisation in human activity' (ibid.: 118, emphasis above in the original). Giddens
then suggest that the relational contexts of space can be characterised in 'modes of

4

Full use is not made of the temporality of his concepts, for instance. This is chiefly be

the data does not lend itself to the type of temporal analysis implied by his theorising (

detailed and consistent monitoring of daily, weekly etc. routine social practices). Moreove
the theory of structuration has a grander and more extensive objective than this thesis;

specifically, the linking of structure and agency in social theory within the context of m
society.
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regionalisation'. In other words people create regions of space through 'the zoning

of time-space in relation to routinised social practices' (ibid.: 119). Thus, in the loc
of Fenderco Paul occupies an array of different locations which include his home,
travelling to and from the office, pub, construction sites, conferences, and his
spending of time in those spaces. One of the other aspects of this conceptualisation
that is particularly pertinent to this chapter (there are other aspects of Giddens'
modes of regionalisation which are not discussed here) is the distinction between
front and back regions.

Giddens suggests that in addition to interactional co-presence in regions and locales,
there is a need to explain the way in which presence varies from region to region
and the way that actors influence the availability of their own and other's presence.
Thus, for instance, Paul and John typically "present" themselves in The Ginning Cat
on Friday evening, they are also able to exert influence over the presence of Will and
Mark at the Fenderco offices, and other locations, through their employment
contract and other social controls. Thus, 'regionalisation encloses zones of timespace, enclosure permitting the sustaining of distinctive relations between "front"
and "back" regions, which actors employ in organising the contextuality of action
and the sustaining of ontological security' (ibid.: 124). Whilst front and back by no
means exhaust the "dimensions" of self-identity, the differentiation between
'enclosure' and 'disclosure' which Giddens attaches to front/back regions, is clearly
implicated in the relational qualities of how people go about narratively forming,
consolidating and maintaining a sense of who they are. In other words, who one is
reflects a dialectic between the structural and agential influences on where one is
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located: individuals have certain choices about h o w and where to be interactionally
present

Moreover, Giddens prefers front/back to public/private because being in public
view by no means implies 'disclosure' of the self (Fahey, 1996, also discusses the
lack of clarity in the public/private distinction). Giddens also - in an explicit
criticism of, and divergence from, Goffman's early work on front and back regions
(1959: 109-140) - does not equate the back region with what is hidden away and

more authentic, and vice versa. Giddens notes that if the front regions were no more
than dramaturgical 'facades' then ontological security could not be sustained or
achieved. Thus,

the differentiation between front and back regions by no means coincides with a

division between the enclosure (covering up, hiding) of aspects of the self and thei
disclosure (revelation, divulgence). These two axes of regionalisation operate in a
complicated nexus of possible relations between meaning, norms and power (1984:
126).

Hence, as the analysis below shows, the fluidity and blurring of some elements of
the front and back regions of the Fenderco locale is a pervasive and interesting
feature of the research.

The other feature of the research is also suggested by Giddens' concepts, and relate

to nearness and distance. Giddens applies the terms central and peripheral regions t
account for the way in which individual actors will have regions, such as the home

and workplace, which form the 'main centre in the which the day's activities tend to
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be concentrated' (ibid.: 131). A s w a s noted earlier the spatial "centre" for Paul and
John is, in the context of this study and their own entrepreneurialism, the Fenderco
office. Spatially and otherwise however, this does not mean that activity in their
homes, and the pub were peripheral. Rather, these regions - in terms of the
centrality of Fenderco and their entrepreneurial activity, as opposed their kinship
relations and identities, for instance - are close to or proximate to the centre.

In summary then, the locale of Fenderco in this chapter is examined through two
related axes. Use is made of the front/back and centre/ periphery regions, with an
additional proximate region. The term proximate is used to indicate that these
physical regions of organisational activity, participation and identity work have the
quality of 'immediate nearness in time, place, [and] relationship' (Chambers
Dictionary, 1993: 1382). The combination of front/back, centre/periphery and
proximate regions (see Diagram 1) provides a way of showing how Paul and John
use space for multiple and varying purposes. Moreover, the diagram shows how the
locale or interactional setting (the pub, home etc.) doesn't simply serve a single
purpose in terms of self-identity, but can straddle front/back or centre/periphery
regions, depending on the time and context. That is, whilst Paul's home will most
often be a back and proximate region, when I interviewed him at his house or when
he invited employees to dinner parties at his home, then it would become a
front/proximate region. The diagram is thus intended as one possible illustration,
not a definitive locating of regions at Fenderco. However, whilst different times,
contexts and viewpoints would produce different emphases, seen from within the
locale of Fenderco (and not when Paul or John is on site or conferencing, for
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instance), the diagram does present a spatial " m a p " with which self-identity can be
located.

Diagram 1: The physical locale of Fenderco, with front/back and
central/peripheral, and proximate spatial regions (after Giddens, 1984).

back
proximate
region

periphery

central

front

That is not all however. Although the stories and events discussed below largely
focus on identity and the physicality of front/back and
central/peripheral/proximate regions, the use of these characterisations of spatial
differentiation is, as was discussed above, not limited to physical space. As even the
dictionary definition above implies, identity work, organisational activity and
participation can be proximate in terms of time or relationships as well. Thus, for
example, in terms of physical space, managerial activity may take place over wide
geographical areas. Socially or mentally, however, the activity may be perceived to
be close or proximate while physically distant or separated from the fixed
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organisation (thus other " m a p s " could be d r a w n for these aspects of spatial
identity).

What then does a notion of space based on front/back, centre/ periphery and
proximity bring to this thesis? This "regional" view of space allows for a more
sophisticated discussion of how people form self-identity narratives. Specifically, in
Fenderco the stories and observations about activity taking place in the proximate
region show Paul, John and the others incorporating spatiality into their narratives.
In this way the chapter further contributes to the challenge set by Somers'(1994: 620).
Moreover, the utility of thinking about space in this way, is in providing a
characterisation of space which includes disparate forms of extra-organisational
activity (and thus can make sense of spatially diverse fieldwork), and thus reflects
recent shifts in social (Massey, 1994; Giddens, 1984; 1991; Bourdieu, 1985; Harvey,
1990), organisational and management thinking (Cooper, 1990; Tsoukas, 1994).

Part of this contemporary thought is attempting to further extend analyses of space
and self-identity through further consideration of boundary spaces: where the
front/back, centre/periphery and proximate regions meet. Earlier in a note I
mentioned extant spatial representations of work/non-work, private/public and

gender (see note 1 this chapter for references). All of these relate to the various self
identities that people might use in delineating place boundaries of sameness and
difference. The places at the edge of these and other boundaries - where different
identities meet - are useful in understanding how identity "works". Giddens
characterises the boundaries separating regions as having physical or symbolic
markers, and that Tn context of co-presence these [markers] may allow a greater or
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lessor n u m b e r of the features of "presencing" to permeate adjoining regions' (ibid.:
121). What this means, I think, is that whether the boundaries are marked by 'the
ordinary media of co-presence' ('body posture and positioning and tone of voice'
etc.), or physical objects such as walls, they demarcate in ways which allow for the
overlapping of different regions. Thus, boundaries themselves become permeably
constructed through interaction.

Thus, in addition to the aforementioned and recent trend questioning the fixity of
organisational boundaries themselves (Cooper 1990; Tsoukas 1994), which raises
obvious spatial issues concerning what constitutes being "inside", "near", or
"distant" to the organisation, it has been suggested that boundaries, interstices
(Kunda, 1992: 224, following Goffman, 1961), lines (Armstrong, 1993), and edges
(Sennett, 2000) between organisations and social groupings (or regions, in Giddens'
parlance) are important spaces of social engagement where identity and power
relations abound. These seemingly incompatible conceptualisations of
organisational and social space (one which emphasises the fluidity of organisational
space, the other its demarcations) are better seen as working in tandem towards a
more sophisticated understanding of these "regional" boundary spaces.

The conceptualisation of front/back and centre/periphery and proximate regions

used in this chapter is a way of incorporating the implicit territoriality of boundarie
and the more permeable, boundary less, representations of organisations. In so doing
a better vocabulary to describe the intersections of space and self-identity emerges.
Specifically in Fenderco, activities taking place at the blurred junction of work and
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leisure (the office and the h o m e / p u b locations) tell us a lot about h o w Paul and John
construct, consolidate and ensure fluent expression of their self-identities.

It is to an analysis of that fieldwork that this chapter now turns. The analysis begins
with the largely front and peripheral regions of construction sites and conferences,
then turns to the more central and front region of the Fenderco office. The following
section explores in more detail the proximate regions of the pub and homes. It also
discusses the way in which distinctions between front and back regions were
blurred and ambiguous, as Paul and John used the whole of the locale to consolidate
and generally work on their identities in achieving the aims of their Fenderco
project.

Different spaces, different identities
Peripheral regions: foreign 'piss-ups' and construction sites
One of the interesting features of the fieldwork was how John and Paul become
"different" people when they visited construction sites in the peripheral region.
There are two pervasive features of Paul and John's engagement with peripheral
regions I want to discuss: first the manner in which Paul and John both present and
exhibit different front identities from those which are presented in other regions.
Second, the way in which Paul and John had almost exclusive physical access to the
peripheral regions of Fenderco compared to Will and Mark (who nevertheless, of
course, would constantly interact with these peripheral regions through electronic
communication media). The purpose of this second point is not to necessarily
comment on Will and Mark's identities, but to show how different regions produce
different narrative-identity dynamics more generally.
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Visiting the construction sites with Paul and John meant entering a different world. I
would be dressed differently, normally wearing a suit and tie. I also took on and
projected different and novel identities. On one visit I became one of the assistants
Fenderco, on another I became what I in fact was: a researcher (but even becoming
this besuifed "professional" and "corporate" researcher felt strange - in Maltonbury
I was a researcher but I was also "myself", on site I became someone else, something
novel). It should not have been surprising to find that John and Paul changed as
well, but it was nevertheless. When visiting and talking with the personnel from
larger contractors Paul and John would often become deferential. This change was
largely due to a conscious and acknowledged shift from being "themselves" as
entrepreneurs and owner-managers of a successful small business, to playing a role
of small contractor in a large project within a corporate management structure. The
use of dramaturgical role here is not inconsistent with the preceding discussion
because, as will be seen below, for Paul at least, taking on the role was a conscious
'business' strategy.

One of these visits involved Paul and myself driving for a few hours and visiting a
very large site where Fenderco were installing fendering equipment for a series of
large locks. The visit included a variety of meetings, a lot of waiting around and a

tour of the site, partly for my benefit and for Paul to see the progress of the project
Whilst the various meetings with the representative of the sub-contractor - who also
showed us around - were relaxed and informal, my field notes explain that the more
formal meeting with the corporate project managers (two of them sat across a table,
opposite Paul, myself and the sub-contractor) showed Paul in a light I had not
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previously seen. Various specific technical issues arose in the meeting and Paul was

asked if he had considered the full implications of his design. One of the corporate
project managers also tried to affix some blame (and thus the cost - as the subcontractor explained after the meeting) to the failure of some equipment to
Fenderco, but the sub-contractor defended Paul on this issue. Throughout the
meeting, as my notes show

Paul's general attitude here was conciliatory and perhaps a little obsequious. This

interesting because John did this too [in another visit]. Paul was not so grand. Simi
to John at [the other site] he was a small player in a big game here. Afterwards in
car Paul said that this was about 'pleasing the customer' and that it was a definite
business/personal strategy. In the car on the way back Paul said that the superior
attitude of the [name of corporation] guy was nothing to what had gone before and
Paul has had to take a bollocking from him before - but you just take it, its good
business.

The fluidity with which Paul is able to engage with the front and peripheral role of
subservient small contractor without bringing his consolidated self-identity under

threat is spatially interesting. It is suggestive of Collinson's observation that 'w

the power inequalities of organisations, identity is constantly open and available t
be negotiated and re-negotiated, defined and re-defined' (1992: 31). Paul is able to
play the subordinate, without loosing his sense of security or his consolidated and
stable self-identity, by re-defining his subservient, and potentially undermining,
behaviour as 'good business', and therefore contributing to the fluency and
"successful" expression of his main work self-identity. In other words, Paul
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acknowledges that the role he is playing in this peripheral and front region is not
"really him".

A similar change took place to the way that John presented himself in certain

situations on site too. For instance, at the end of a meeting having tried make a sa
pitch about Fenderco's new Steel Applications products, the others at the meeting
suggested that he talk to another sub-contractor down the corridor. John then had
an impromptu meeting with this sub-contractor, and as my field notes reveal:

John then went to see the [sub-contractor] guy about the steel structures (ladders,
gates, walkways etc.). Introductions were made and the impromptu meeting was
very sharp and pithy. John stood up. The other guy sat down ([name of John's main
contact at the site] and myself were there too [also standing]). After some initial
description, what we do type stuff, [the sub-contractor] said very directly what you

can do for us (about 2-3 minutes into the chat). John 'sold' the company and arranged

to be sent tender documents. Interesting to see this, it was definitely a sales pitch
John was quite stressy and hyped up.

Though in this case John was not especially subservient, the short amount of time
that the sub-contractor allowed him to talk meant that John spoke with a nervy air
of keenness. He spoke in a way which said that his company was there to serve, in a
way that is typical of the sales situation and of John's general sense of Fenderco
being a service orientated business. Again, I was surprised by the change from his
"normal" self-assured and "entrepreneurial" self-identity in Maltonbury.
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These are fairly subjective and

impressionistic conclusions, but they

were

nevertheless strikingly obvious ones. In each example Paul and John became

"different" people. It is perhaps not coincidental nor is it surprising that this occ
in the front and peripheral regions.

It may also - and this is the second point of this section - be one of the reasons why
Mark and Will did not go onto site very much. When asked about whether he went
on site, Mark answered,

Virtually never. But I don't really need to, although one thing from the future point
of view that annoys me a little bit is that I don't want to be totally office bound

forever. I mean just to be able to look at the premises of a supplier or go to a site
know it'd be great, because I feel a sense of pride. It sounds a bit cheesy but
[pause]... I mean you have a sense of pride, something to work on. A lot of it really

the construction with Paul [i.e. in the way he designs things] so I have been handlin
Paul's contract [pause]...
... but you haven't seen it?
No I haven't.

Will also looked forward to going on site more and joining John and Paul on their
conference trips too. He said, describing what he thought about Paul's trips away,
that

Paul's trips aren't quite what you call trips the're more like piss ups. We've been
promised.... Mark and I have been promised, a trip to [an Irish city] when we finish
off the [Irish city] port project.

219

I have no clear evidence to suggest that part of the reason w h y M a r k and Will did
not go to the peripheral regions of the Fenderco locale was because of Paul and
John's fear of self-identity disclosure. But the peripheral region certainly produces a
different identity dynamic, and Mark and Will's absence was particularly pointed.
Trips to the peripheral region from Will and Mark's viewpoint look like exciting
privileges which might bring more substance and sustenance to their work
identities. For Paul and John, the peripheral region of necessity on occasion required
them to recast their sense of themselves and their self-narratives through the
adoption of certain potentially threatening roles. These small contractor and nonentrepreneurial narratives were however, unsurprisingly, told in a way - that is by
explicit acknowledgement in Paul's case of the talk being no more than role playing
- that reinforced rather than undermined their central "entrepreneurial" narrative,
based in the central regions of the Fenderco locale. It is to this region I now turn.

Central regions: the 'goldfish bowl' office
As with the discussion of the above peripheral regions, the social dynamics of the
Fenderco office are explored in more detail in the next chapter looking at the
relational aspects of identity. Obviously however, in terms of the identities
discussed in this thesis (that is Paul and John, as entrepreneurs, employers,
managers etc.) the central region is clearly important and has a bearing on the
subsequent discussion of the more proximate regions below.

In particular, towards the end of my time in Fenderco the interior layout of the office
under-went a renovation. Prior to this renovation the rented offices very much had
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the feel of the converted farm sheds they in fact were, and the set-up could best be
described as adequate. Paul and John were keen to develop the office so that both of
them had an office and that it projected a more professional image (Paul mentioned
that if was not good for a company that espoused an image of innovative design to
have such a dowdy office). Until the development only Paul had a separate office
which doubled as a meeting room. The new office layout included two glass
partitions around where the owner managers were already situated in the main
office space. In a phrase redolent with panoptic themes these transformations of the
internal office space became known as the 'goldfish bowls'. The diagram and
pictures below show the office after the renovation. John is sat at his desk.

Picture 1: John in the 'goldfish bowl'.
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Picture 2: Will and Paul outside the Fenderco office.

Diagram 2; Fenderco office layout.
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The layout of the office seemed to be of particular interest to Mark and Will. Mark
explained before the installation of the goldfish bowls that

most of the time I would say that the office atmosphere is perhaps tense. Probably

because of John; he is a bit of a control freak. He likes to be in earshot of everyt
that is being said and done.

This was confirmed in a later discussion about the office layout with John, who said

that he likes to listen out to what's going on. He said that he doesn't tiust the ot
and that he often passes notes to Will or Mark when they were on the phone. John
noted rather paradoxically that this was about teamwork. When I asked if Paul was
different in this regard, Mark replied

Not particularly because sometimes Paul is one of the people that makes it difficult
well. Everyone has bad days, I certainly have bad days, they [Paul and John] are

taking the brunt of the responsibilities in the firm and the rest of it. Some days J
will snap at somebody and everybody will hear because it is a small office. So

someone will get a lot of pasting [and] it sort of sets the trend for the day otherw

You have got to think, right, steer clear of John or Paul when they are in a bad mood

Mark further commented that John's behaviour,

has its benefits and sometimes he will hear something, pass a note or something and
come and help you out of something you may have dropped yourself in. But on the
other hand I feel he would be better to let people get on with it.
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This 'tense' (it w a s also described as 'claustrophobic') atmosphere occasionally flares
up in the form of the owner-managers 'snapping' at the staff.5 Altercations and
'bollockings' were a common feature of life in the office, as will become more
apparent in the next chapter. Mark, after telling me about one such altercation with
John regarding the location of a file, then talked about the renovations and the
building of the 'goldfish bowl' managerial offices,

hopefully, with the new offices you can take yourself away and sit down and discuss
it I still think that you should discuss it rather than have a slanging match.

What is particularly apparent in these comments about the centre region is the
constant degree of co-presence in the office prior to the completion of the 'goldfish
bowls' (these were completed after the fieldwork ended, and even then because of
their panoptic quality intense co-presence arguably remained a pervasive feature of
the central region). One is reminded of Sennett's characterisation of how the
intimacy of open plan offices can tyrannise: 'people are more sociable, the more they
have some tangible barriers between then' (1974:15). Giddens also notes this feature
of space in his discussion of school architecture and layout. The partitioning of
classrooms and the spacing of desks create disciplinary spaces, he argues, and the
manner in which rooms or offices are partitioned and set out ('spatial divisions') can

5

Though I was never present when this type of behaviour occurred, I often noticed the quie

and tense mood in the office, either as a result of the 'snapping' or more generally becaus
bad moods or hangovers. Moreover, as I noted in Chapter 3, part of the reason why it was so
difficult to spend extended periods of time in the office, was because the office is small
everyone can hear each other.
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therefore have significant effects on the character of discipline and specifically 'the
routinized specification and allocation of tasks' (1984:135). This is clearly evident in
the Fenderco office.

In terms of Paul and John's self-identities and their narratives about the central
region, the overall impression is of constraint and suppression. Simple spatial
tightness of co-presence seemed to give little "room" for much more than work and
the expression of work identities. Specifically for John this often involved being a
'control freak', and for Paul, from my own observations and conversations it would
often involve him walking around the office in a vague manner, or working
intensely in the meeting room. Paul was described at work as 'aloof and a 'thinker'
by Mark, and he generally had a less direct working relationship with the assistants
than John. This would often cause tensions, because when Paul did require
something from Mark or Will he would often want it 'now'. Paul would talk of
getting his creative ideas whilst driving, at home or visiting ports and sites in situ.
John talked of work being most 'fun' when he was out on site trying to make a sale.
Thus, aspects of Paul and John's entrepreneurial self-identities were somehow absent
in the central region. Or - given that their entrepreneurialism obviously structured
and informed all their work activities - at least not formed, consolidated or
maintained there through everyday practice. Their self-identity narratives as
employers and managers were more apparent in this central region. It is perhaps
therefore obvious from the above descriptions of the tensions, intensity of copresence and constraints often apparent at the office (there was also a lot of 'hard
work' and 'fun' in that region too), that others spaces would figure in the
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accomplishment of work, social relations and self-identities in Fenderco. It is to
those regions that I now turn.

Proximate regions: the 'castle house' and The Grinning Cat
Two examples of the way that homes - in contrast to the more constrained, limited
and employer/ manager dominated self-identities of the central region - became
blurred, broadened and more complexly articulated regions in the Fenderco locale,
show how self-identity is narratively articulated in the proximate region.

Firstly, and most importantly, Paul would often combine social and work
relationships and activities in his own home. Paul lived in Maltonbury, close to both
the office and the pub (Mark lived very close to the office, and John and Will lived a
short driving distance away in nearby villages). The house, which Paul's and other's
children referred to as the 'castle house', is a large and extremely old (the
foundations date from the 16th century) town house which is located next to the
town Catholic church and up until more recent times was a nunnery (see Pictures 3
and 4). Inside the decor was stylishly old but in need of some renovation in parts.6
Paul and his partner rented the property relatively cheaply given the size and
location as a result of being interviewed and vetted by the church.

6

Paul's partner did most of the decorations, and I even contributed on one occasion, helping

to build a sandpit for the children in the garden.
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Picture 3 and 4: Front and rear of the 'castle house'

I would mostly stay at the 'castle house' on m y visits to Maltonbury and being a
large house in the centre of town, the house saw much toing and froing generally

and a variety of social gatherings. These often included John, Will and Mark: as Wil
indicated, 'we're always invited out to things and parties, we all go out at the
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weekend [...] all the time, we're sort of just a group of friends'. These friendships
also extended to dinner parties at Paul's home.

At one of these weekend parties with perhaps eight other friends from London and
Maltonbury present, Mark (also the brother of Paul's sister-in-law7) and Paul told
derogatory stories about John and his management of his home life. My memory of
this and my field notes reveal that I was surprised (I wrote that I was 'quite
shocked') by the tone and personal nature of these stories and the candour
displayed by Mark and Paul. Surprised, both in a general sense, but especially
because of the fact that in the central region identity setting Mark is an employee
and Paul an employer. Though Paul would occasionally talk "negatively" about
John in work related contexts and John would do the same of Paul, the public nature
of the conversation suggests that the spatial location (i.e. a back/proximate region)
produces a different constellation of identities (kinship, friendship etc.) for those
involved in the telling. Thus Paul and Mark would not have talked together in this
way in the centre/front region of the office. Paul would also have assumed that
Mark understood the implications of the back region location (i.e. disclosure) and
would have expected it not to be broached elsewhere.

The second example shows how friendship and work identities also overlapped in
the proximate region of the 'castle house', when Will would stay the night at Paul's

7

Mark initially found out about the job by "bumping" into Paul next to the gym which is

directly adjacent to the office and offers a discount for 'Fenderco staff. This use of
geographical proximity and kinship in recruitment and selection procedures is common
among small firms (cf. Dick and Morgan, 1987; Ram and Holliday, 1993).
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house rather than drive h o m e drunk on his motorbike. Will explains that there is an
understanding that he always had a bed for the night at Paul's home as long as he
didn't'intrude':

I'll stop at Paul place. What happens basically is that you go there for a quick pint
and if the mood is right a quick pint turns into 6 or 7 quick pints. [Laughs]
Right [laughs].
And then you've just got to say look, well usually what you do is after about two
[pints] or, well in the old days, after about two or three, you said Took I've had
enough of drink now, can I stop at your place' and that was the time when you
decide you'll have a drink or not. 'Yes', ok, 'no', your not. Paul's sort of always
to me in as many ways if you ever need a bed Will, there's a bedroom there for ya.
Its a big enough house!
Yeah its big enough. Basically there is a room, when I go there this particular room
which I always use and its there. Obviously you got a watch, [pause] you can't
always intrude because they have got people, guests round and that. But strictly
speaking the house is there for me to use, just the bed really.

Towards the end of the research period however, Will began to stay over with Mark,
soon after Mark had bought his house near to the office. Continuing the
conversation I asked,

Is that a regular thing or?
Not as regular now, no, we use to be, well it sort of..., you felt you were doing it
regularly but you were doing it once every two months, you know, perhaps

sometimes twice a month, then you wouldn't do it for ages, it just felt that sometim
maybe that you were putting people out. But I ain't got a problem with Paul,
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basically again he's a good lad. He'll say 'Will you come into the house, there's the
bed, you go to sleep, something to eat and then work again'. That's all I ever did. You
know got straight into the house, went to the bedroom, eight o'clock in the morning,
got someone, got Paul banging on the door, time to go to work today.
[Laughter].

There are, therefore, some limits to the use of Paul's private space or back region.
Will ultimately preferred to stay out of it given the choice between a back region
influenced by the centre region identities of employer/manager and employee,
compared to one based on the mutual work identities of a colleague. There is then,
despite the apparent blurring of identities in the proximate region, as Bourdieu has
written, a 'tacit acceptance of one's place, a sense of limits [...] or [...] a sense of
distance, to be marked and kept' on the part of Will. This also perhaps indicates that
'the essential part of the experience of the social world and of the act of construction
that it implies takes place in practice, below the level of explicit representation and
verbal expression' (1985: 728). Thus, while there is no explicit direction emanating
from the owner-managers in relation to controlling the back region of the proximate
region, it is arguably constituted within everyday practice.

These examples demonstrate the evident blurring of centre and back regions that
might usefully be described as the proximate region. Next I look at how the pub is
used in a similar fashion and explore further the notion of the proximate region and
the blurred self-identity work that takes place there.

The Grinning Cat pub (see Picture 5 below) is situated, like Paul's house, in the centre
of Maltonbury, and it takes ten minutes to walk to Fenderco's offices from the pub.
230

There are five pubs in the town each with its o w n character and clientele. The
Grinning Cat is a free house and has a quality restaurant and a beer garden. Its
clientele is varied age-wise, but generally middle-class, professional with some who
are employed (or under-employed) in various creative pursuits. Compared to the
other pubs it has a cosy, old-fashioned feel, and for Maltonbury at least, is a bit
trendy. It was a very regular venue for most of the people at Fenderco and Paul kept
a "tab" (line of credit) at the bar, which would often pick up the cost of most of
Friday night's drinking.

Picture 5: The Grinning Caf public house

The social dynamics of The Grinning Cat public house manifest in the study were
many and varied. Here I wish to concentrate on use of the pub in relation to Paul
and John's self-identities, and the manner in which they used this proximate region
to experiment and explore differing aspects of these identities, whilst nevertheless
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maintaining the dominant employer-based control which they "exported" from the
central region.

Pubs and drinking alcohol are of course, in the UK, 'an important component in
social festivities, sexual encounters, friendships, and business deals' (Hunt and
Satterlee, 1986: 70). Three of these four dynamics were evident from the use made of
The Grinning Cat However, the pub as 'a socially open area where individuals from
different social backgrounds and of varying ages met freely and forgot their

differences' (ibid.: 65-6) is something entirely different from experiences of the pub
as a proximate region. Forgetting identity differences were not entirely possible for
Paul and John, or Will and Mark, although social relations were presented and
engaged with in the pub as if they were equal. As will become apparent, the
proximate region of the pub, where work and leisure identities intermingle, create
interesting tensions between front and back regions of self-identity.

Centre region talk in the proximate region
Paul and John were frequently away from the office, so meeting in the pub on a
Friday evening was a convenient way to catch up with the week's events. Though
everyone kept in contact via mobile phones, there was unsurprisingly, given the
human desire for co-presence (Boden and Molotch, 1994), a perceived need to talk

things over face to face. Indeed, even if they had been in the office most of the week,
there was often an informal debriefing and discussion of business at a more general
level. Friday night was in many respects a ritual and the evenings in The Grinning
Cat served many different purposes for all involved. Work was just one aspect This
multiplicity was reflected in my academic interest as well. In a conversation with
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Will, for instance, I said:

I'm quite interested in the Pub, this Friday night 'institution' where I've ... I've been t
[interrupted]...
You've been there on many occasions. Pissed as a fart as well!
[Laughs] Unfortunately not with a tape recorder, because that would always be quite

interesting, but I've made a few notes myself. [Pause] I mean how does that fit in with all th
Fenderco office stuff?
When I sit down on a Friday night in the pub its basically: 'good week at work lads',
couple of pints, wind down, that [is] typically what it should be. Obviously what
happens sometimes you get up there and there's a bit more than an average amount
of drinking takes place, particularly between myself and Paul. And we have a good
argument about ...[pause]. We argue and we argue...

The use of the pub for "work" was not universally appreciated however. For
instance Will, though acknowledging the pub as a good locale for an 'unwinding
session', also felt that

[...] the problem you get a lot of the time is that you get a lot of work talk, shop talk,
and you do get times when you think I've hear all this shit for the past 50 hours this
week, before we get pissed, [pause] Lets talk about shagging birds!
[ Laughter]
Let's talk about my new car or my motor bike or something else, or let's talk about
the price of butter. And then you try and make a bloody conversation, and that leads
you to the arguments, you know it's not worth it at the end of the day. So Mark and I
tend to talk about bikes, booze.... [pause]. Obviously we'd never go up to their [Paul
and John] conversation about work and say 'how do you do this [job]?', or 'how's
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that [job] going on?', you know. But I suppose really it's a time w e can really get
together in the early part of the evening; we can have a sort of debrief as it were.
How the week's gone, what we have all done. Because no one knows what I've done,

you know, really, unless they actually say 'er, what jobs have you got there Will?' I

might be that they don't know what jobs I'm looking at this week at all,..., and they
wouldn't know.

Thus, there was a hierarchical dynamic to evenings in the pub, with business
discussions taking an early priority over more general socialising. In addition, as
Will implies when he says above that he would not interrupt if Paul and John were
talking business, the early evenings in the pub are often used for "strategic

planning" discussions, as well as entertaining the occasional business visitor. John,
for instance, commented that,

we maybe go down the pub rather too much but really that's really just to catch up,
because he [Paul] is busy during the day and I am busy during the day. How do you
get the chance to share ideas and talk about strategy and so on? It's best to do it
outside the office.

In many respects John and Paul lived in each other's pockets: both they and their
wives talked of how they are 'married' to each other (as will become more apparent
in Chapter 7 Relationships). However, they only occasionally socialised together in
the pub beyond the business talk; John very seldom stayed in the pub after
completing the earlier "business" talk (or before he drank "too much" to drive
home). For Paul and John then, the pub at certain times was perhaps a more
comfortable place of work than for the assistants. However, the annoyance felt by
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the assistants at the front region talk of w o r k taking too m u c h time away from the
back region talk of sociability, suggests that rather than a strict demarcation between
front and back talk, there is a degree of "argument", negotiation and fluidity about
what is discussed. This fluidity is confirmed when it is noted that wives, girlfriends,
friends (myself included), acquaintances and other visitors (both business and
friends) also frequented the pub on Friday and other evenings. The proximate region,
such as this use of the pub for work purposes, is thus a fluid region of overlapping
and clashing boundaries, where different identities meet and develop.

Control and "portable" identities
Despite a nascent proceduralisation of human resource issues at Fenderco, much of
the "career development" and many other personnel management tasks, such as
discipline and control, are more ad hoc in nature and location. Moreover, given the
degree to which all of the core work group are busy at the office during official work
time, and the extent to which they engage in 'slanging matches' through the day
(though these also continue and re-emerge in the pub, as the talk of 'arguments'
above suggests), it is perhaps not surprising that staff management extends into the
pub.

On one occasion, Mark was thought to have made a costly mistake at the office. In
my field notes I described the situation thus:

The incident involved Mark forgetting to send some documents which meant,
ultimately, that some parts did not fit together on site, the mistake cost the company
around £5,000. Paul lost his temper at the time, and Paul explained that he was keen
to show his employees that it was their responsibility: 'to make him sweat and learn'.
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Later, Mark, still maintaining that he w a s not responsible for the mistake (as it
turned out he was right), received the softer part of the 'bollocking' at the pub. And
though, as Mark said later in an interview that 'It was a big issue between me and
Paul for a few days', he also implied that this use of the pub was fairly 'normal'.
Thus, the ostensibly "private" back region of the pub - where one would expect to
see some degree of disclosure or openness of self-identity in mutual sociability when
compared to the central office region - is used here as an explicit site of employer
and management control: a front region where self-identity is "covered up" '
(Giddens, 1984: 126) by the "cloak" of an employer and managerial identity. For
Paul the siting of the 'bollocking' in the back region of the pub demonstrates his
ability in exporting the power inherent in his management role beyond the front
region of the office workspace. It also suggests that this aspect of Paul's work selfidentity is relatively "portable" and consolidated across the proximate region,
especially compared to the identity changes (or at least to the more "performed" and
"front" identities) that occur when further afield in the peripheral regions.

In contrast however, for Mark there seems to be little escape and the convivial and
"public" nature of the pub environment means that he must act "reasonably".
Paradoxically therefore in this example, the pub is also a front region in the sense
that activities in it are on view and public, in contrast to the privacy (although this
would not be private from the others in the office) that accompanied the earlier
'bollocking' at the office. This aspect of the incident reflects what Bourdieu has also
noted: the capacity to 'make public' is a key aspect of social power, including 'all
forms of benediction or malediction, eulogy, praise, congratulations, compliments,
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or insults, reproaches, criticisms, accusations, slanders' (1985: 729, emphasis added).
In this example of the proximate region, the pub is both a front and back region, and
the employer and managerial objective ('the bollocking') is enhanced through the
indeterminate nature of the identity work that is taking place. Therefore Paul is
using and controlling the spatial regions of the Fenderco locale through an
expansive and fluently expressed self-identity.

Another example further demonstrates the control which Paul and John have
"imported" from the central region to these proximate regions. When first hired Will
initially misconstrued the "freedom" of the post-work pub environment. Will noted
in a recorded conversation that after an initial period of being 'in the shadows' at
pub after being taken on,

I would get really plastered and make a complete twat of myself. It got to the point
where Paul said, 'Look Will I think you better just keep to yourself, because we've
got customers here. [...]. On that occasion you may have pushed it a bit too far and

we don't want to see it any more'. And from that conversation, right, it's been agree
all round, between myself and John and Paul, that I have really calmed down, me

and Paul still have the occasional discussion, not argument anymore, it's talking, it
discussing.

In this, Will may be seen as taking time to learn the application of the rules of
organisational interaction in an unfamiliar setting. His actions initially following
rules of the social setting - the pub as a back region of sociability and mutual
disclosure - rather than the pub as an extension of the centre/front region of
Fenderco's office. However, his actions, after being reminded of the power relations
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that transferred from the workspace to the pub, were amended to acknowledge the
pub as a business organisational setting, part of the proximate region.

Both these example are redolent of the spatial practice of Lefebvre, who argues that
individuals are often required to develop 'spatial competence and performance'

(1994: 38). In this case, Will's abilities are initially lacking; being new to the busine
he misinterprets social practice, through drawing upon previously socialised playoriented back region behaviour and identity. In other conversations with Will he
talked at length about his work experiences with large public organisations and how
there were sharper demarcations between work and play and hence identity and
behaviour expectations. Through explicit control and experience, Will's work
identity as a Fenderco employee became more fluent (that is, competent) as he
engaged over time in the various spatial regions of the Fenderco locale.

The limits of central region "portability"
The behaviour in the pub would often get quite loud and rowdy as alcohol flowed
and people 'let of steam' in a mostly good-natured sort of way, facilitated by
company credit. There were often bouts of mock verbal abuse.8 On one occasion for
instance Will, in response to Paul's mock demand for compliance over some issue or
other (but also possibly because I was there and Will wanted to "show off" in some
way), put two fingers up and said 'up yours, its not work now, you tosser'. Paul
then play-acted the role of the "manager" and said, 'Right, you're fired'. Will

8

Moule (1998) has referred to this type of behaviour as ritualised verbal resistance, an

suggests that it may act as a social pressure valve in temporarily equalising unequal wo
relations.
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explained later in an interview: 'You have a few beers, you're really excited, it's the
weekend, and you just don't give a shit what you say really'. Both assistant and
owner-manager were happy to indulge each other in a parody of the
manager/subordinate roles.9

The spatiality of this parodying talk is not incidental but rather a manifestation of
the change from front/centre to the proximate region. That is, the proximate region
of the pub, despite it being a region where Paul and John have "imported" aspects
of employer and management control and hence their managerial identities, is also a

site where other broader and more fixed social identities, such as roles, figure in the
relationships between managed and managers. These colliding identities and roles
exhibit contradiction, ambiguity, and produce parody and play-acting behaviours
and the exploration of the limits and boundaries of their respective self-identities.
Thus, though this mocking behaviour is also exhibited in the office surrounding, it is
more explicit and combative in the pub.

One minor example demonstrates the point. Early on one Friday evening in the pub
I was talking with the four of them about cars and stuff and I recalled an earlier
conversation with John and Paul that day about how company profits were good
now and that they were thinking of buying new more luxurious company cars. In
my field notes I noted the following about what was said: Tn the pub a loose word
from me (whoops!) about John buying a new Porsche Boxer from profits this year,

9

This jokey repartee also included me at times: comments such as 'What do you fucking

academics know about the real world?' formed part of the ongoing establishment of ident
during the research process as was discussed in Chapter 3.
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caused some joking from M a r k and Will and some very slight m o c k embarrassment
from Paul and John'. In itself neither my blunder nor the substance of the talk were
especially important. But the joking from Will and Mark about how they 'slaved
away', whilst Paul and John spent the profits, and the exaggerated embarrassment
at being "found out" from John and Paul, illustrates the broader and more fixed
social identities (in this case a cartoon role characterisation of "moneybags"
entrepreneurs verses "down-trodden" workers) with which they experimented and
played. This type of mocking behaviour also occasionally resulted in some extreme
behaviour, however.

For instance, Will told me about his relationship with Paul and how one Friday
evening they had this big argument:

One night [...] I think I really pissed him off. He ended up on the floor one night,
when I went home from the pub.
You threw him on the floor?!
No he threw me on the floor [laughs].
Oh right [laughs].

But it was just a scuffle: [quoting his and Paul's earlier argument] T was right', 'n
was right', 'NO! I WAS RIGHT!',... and then I wrote on a piece of paper T resign',

and he said 'I'll keep that piece of paper until Monday'. So on the way out I thought
I'd get it out of his back pocket and bin it: this writing. What happened was that I
went for his back pocket unbeknownst to him, and he just turned round and grabbed

me, I insisted on going back and we were going back and eventually I just fell on the
floor. And er, I er.... thought, Christ! [Laughs].
Laughs.
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A n d I felt really bad about what had happened, and I thought well, that's m y fault
what went on there, that shouldn't have happened, and on Monday morning he was
in a real strop with me. So I went in and I have walked in [the office] and he says T
want to talk to you about Friday night'. And I thought oh no.
Did you think here's the job gone then?
Here comes a written warn..., not a written warning because it doesn't happen here
[in Fenderco], but here comes Mr big bollocking time. And he never said anything to

me.
Wliat he didn't talk to you?
He didn't talk to me that day. And I must admit I'd actually sustained really quite a
badly bruised shoulder after I gone into the wall. I mean he did push me: it was the
way he pushed me or something, I don't know
77zzs was about half ten at night?
Totally bladdered. [Then later that week] Paul come up to me and said 'I'm sorry
about what happened the other night, I shouldn't have done that, but what has
happened [was] because of my living in Malaysia. Pick-pockets are about at that
particular time [at night] and for some reason I thought I was being pick-pocketed' it's a really daft excuse - [Reporting Paul's speech again] 'I'm really sorry to have
hurt ya', he said, 'but I'm sorry'. And that was it. Nothing more was said. There's
been the odd joke, people like John, [reporting John's speech] 'trying to...' - John was
there at the time - 'been beating people up again as usual, Will'. [Laughs]
[Laughs].

Among the many noticeable aspects of this quite dramatic incident is the way in
which more sober (in both senses!) front region behaviour seemed to emerge in the
office. Paul was likely embarrassed about the whole thing (which is probably
signified by my intuitively not asking him about this particular incident). But at the
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office the norms of the centre/front region legitimised his enclosed behaviour and
withdrawal from continuing the conflict or, it seems, from laughing the whole thing
off. In the proximate region the employment contract, inscribed on a scrap of paper,
became the humorous indicator of their respective work identities. In the
centre/front region the playing with their work identities had for Paul at least,
become an embarrassing indication of the potential consequences of sailing too close
to the back regions in the ambiguous context of the pub environment.

This is an extreme event to be sure, but clearly this "fight" was not the enclosed and
controlled behaviour of the front/centre region. In more than one sense an identity
boundary was (almost) breached. These examples - chosen to illustrate both the
extremes and the general flavour of the Friday nights in the pub, although there
were also quieter nights, especially when one or other of them were absent - are also
suggestive of Goffman's notion of role distance, which Cohen and Taylor describe as
'ways of commenting upon a role while playing it' (1992: 2). Both Paul and John and
the assistants made ironic plays of their roles. As was noted earlier in this chapter
and in Chapter 2 however, social roles such as employers, managers, entrepreneurs
are not synonymous with self-identity. Whilst Will might have the role of a
Fenderco or small firm employee and sales/engineer assistant, he brought far more
into his encounters. As Maclntyre writes, 'The beliefs that he has in his mind and
heart are one thing; the beliefs that his role expresses and presupposes are quite
another' (1981: 28). Thus, the examples show people with self-identities playing with
their perceived roles, demonstrating to each other that there is far more going on if
one takes a trip to the back and proximate regions.
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Concluding discussion
The chapter has presented a spatial analysis of the Fenderco locale and the way in
which Paul, John and the others construct, consolidate and apply fluency of
expression in narratively reforming their self-identities to "suit" the various regions.
That different spaces create different identities cannot be in doubt. The different
sections show firstly, that peripheral regions can be spaces where engagement with
contradictory or threatening situations, encounters and roles can potentially
undermine central region self-identities. Though in social practice the threat of
having to adopt potentially undermining roles is easily dealt with through explicit
and conscious playing of the role and thus incorporation with the dominant selfidentity narrative.

Secondly, the specific spatial configuration of central regions has a bearing not only
on the social relations of control and hierarchy, but also frame certain self-identity
dynamics. Namely, the degree of co-presence and other self-identity expectations
derived from 'the enormous spectrum of social and political institutions and
practices that constitute our social world' (Somers, 1994: 625), create a constraint on
the form and variety of self-identity expressions. In other words Paul and John are
themselves constrained into reproducing managerial identities in the central region,
as well as benefiting from the control across boundaries which their 'rank'
(Goffman, 1971: 65) as employer/managers brings.

Thirdly, the proximate regions of homes and pub provide Paul, John and the others
with a space in which to experiment with other self-identities which combine and
constitute their sense of who they are. However, the employer/management control
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objectives of the central region are not escaped in the proximate regions (neither for
Paul and John, or more obviously Mark and Will). Indeed, in many senses the
control of the central region is simply "exported" by Paul and John into the
proximate region. Paul and John seek to, and in fact do ensure that they are in
control of themselves and others. Through their control of the spatial regions of the
Fenderco locale they reassure themselves and consolidate their self-identity as
employers: through their identification of themselves as employers in those regions
they differentiate themselves from others that share those spaces.

However, as was noted above there is 'a complicated nexus of possible relations
between meaning, norms and power' (Giddens, 1984: 126) between the different
regions. Therefore Paul and John's control of the regions is not omnipotent. The
examples discussed above show therefore, that new and varied self-identity
expectations also emerge and proliferate for all involved, in addition to the overall
picture of employer/manager dominance.

The above summary is not a sufficiently expansive discussion, and a few points of

elaboration are needed. Firstly, it is worth suggesting that if the proximate region of
the pub can be described as providing a stage for role distancing behaviour, then
part of what this behaviour is intent upon is actors mutually exploring and
expressing a variety of self-identities. Cohen and Taylor write, for example, of how
groups create 'activity enclaves in which people try to dig out, through hobbies, sex,
games, sport, a safe place for self expression and identity work' (1992: 114-5).
However, since the group in question does not comprise members of equal status
and consequently the rules and norms of both the central/front and proximate
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regions can be in conflict, there is a sense in which the pub is not a 'safe place'. There
is more ambiguity and "negotiation" than in the central and peripheral regions, but
the control "imported" by Paul and John nevertheless pervades and frames the
extent of the activity. However, as Ackroyd and Thompson add, these enclaves also
'have their own distinct characteristics' and 'are not simply the result of the forces
surrounding and opposing them, but represent an emergent social context which

serves as a significant "identity site" in its own right' (1999: 55). This suggests that
would be wrong to see the use of the proximate region solely as an adjunct of
another locations (i.e. the central region of the Fenderco office), though each space
is, as the quote from Massey at the beginning of this chapter suggests, necessarily
interrelated.

Another point of analysis should also be more speculatively and briefly explored
before discussing the broader implications of this chapter for the thesis. The
exploration and expression of identity work is also apparent in the obvious
enjoyment of the repartee in the pub, and elsewhere in the proximate region (the
central region of the workplace is also "fun" at times). Many of the above stories and
narratives point to the proximate region as a space where people engage with each

other's self-identity. Will in particular relishes getting close to the edge in relatio
what is "allowed" by Paul and John.

Much of the proceeding discussion has woven its way around notions of boundary,
edge, line and margin. Indeed, as I indicated in the earlier presentation of the
conceptual framework of the chapter, the concept of the proximate region is meant to
incorporate these other conceptualisations of social difference. Sennett suggests that
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it is at the edges of social interaction that social identities emerge: that 'the edge is a
zone of engagement' (2000: 178). Sennett argues that 'an identity, [....], takes form
through the social interaction of people at the edges of their personae, those
boundary negotiations between self and other' (ibid.: 186). Thus, the actions and
interactions observed in the pub and elsewhere, in this sense, might be described as
constituting the edges of managerial centre/ front regions, where the some of the
identities of explicit managerial power blur and combine with the mutual but
unequal exploration and expression of identity work in proximate/back regions.

Discussion of central region constraint of identity, of course, raises other issues
about the disciplinary nature of organisational life. This chapter has shown that the
office space taken in isolation would produce a claustrophobic, 'confined',
'enclosed', perhaps an overbearing disciplinary space (Giddens, 1984: 145). (This is
not an insignificant conclusion for other research given that it suggests that in some
work settings at least, research which methodologically restricts it's purview to the
central regions of workspace, would likely produce representations which overly
disripline work identities). However, this chapter has also shown that despite this,
other regions provide a partial and limited respite from disciplinary hegemony. Like
Giddens - who favouring Goffman's analysis (1961), argues that Foucault
erroneously uses the disciplinary power of the particular ('the total institution') to
describe it's nature in general (1984: 155) - this chapter shows that despite the
disciplinary nature of modern social and organisational life, the self-identity making
activities of human agency are in fact more varied in their practical engagement
with different spatial locales.
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However, Paul and John's self-identity strategies and their Fenderco project might
be described as an attempt to combine, socialise and control as many of the broader
social systems as possible (i.e. social systems relating to leisure and work), through

their partial ability to control the spatial locales of their lives (Giddens, 1984: 142143). Paul and John may thus be engaged in an attempt to structure their lives
through the creation of a coherent self-identity locale, against the spatially
fragmenting tendencies of late modernity, based on their reflexive project of
Fenderco. Thus, Giddens writes that despite the decreasing importance of place and
locality for the conduct of lives in modern societies, 'active attempts to re-embed the
lifespan within a local milieu may be undertaken in various ways' (1991: 147). As
with Paul and John's talk of generations and use of entrepreneurial cliches, the
regional expansiveness of the control Paul and John exact over the Fenderco locale
(a form of colonisation, if you like), can be seen as a part of the way that individuals
attempt to reconstruct traditional locality and spatial embeddedness in reflexive
projects of the self (Giddens, 1991: 206-7).

One final related comment should be made in anticipation of the themes of the next
chapter and in a reiteration of the discussion of autonomy in Chapter 4 Cliches.
Sennett has argued that certain forces of modernity have created a shift towards
people favouring the private and individual, over public and civic identities and
roles. A consequence of this individualisation of society and the self, he argues, has
been an incessant search for intimacy with others and a 'belief that real human

relations are disclosures of personality to personality' (1974: 339). Sennett writes tha
'Intimacy is a field of vision and an expectation of human relations. It is the
localising of human experience, so that what is close to the immediate circumstances
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of life is paramount' (ibid.: 338). Because therefore, of the aforementioned tendency
for co-presence and intimacy to tyrannise, he argues that people paradoxically, in
the act of personal disclosure also shut out its possibility. The Fenderco locale is a

stultifying and claustrophobic place to be: and there is little room to "escape". In the
project of Fenderco Paul and John attempt to cast the various spatial regions of their
interactional setting, and therefore co-opt others such as Will and Mark, using the
mould of their own employer and work-dominated identities. In other words they
are individualising their sense of place in the world. The attempt can only partially
succeed, because both the enormous spectrum of social systems and other's
identities from peripheral and proximate regions intervene and "resist", creating
new hybrid proximate identity regions. Paradoxically, even in the central region of
the Fenderco office where they ostensibly have the most control of their own and
other's identities, the tyrannies of intimacy and identity expectations derived from
other social systems, deny the full realisation of their project. In other words Paul
and John cannot shut out the world, or remake it in their own image.
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Chapter 7 Relationships

Introduction and purpose of this chapter
This thesis has so far provided three examples of how Paul and John work on their
self-identities through the use of narratives. Chapter 4 Cliches focussed on the use of
language itself and how recourse is made by Paul and John to the public narrative
(Somers, 1994: 620) of entrepreneurialism in consolidating and expressing a fluent
self-identity. Chapters 5 Generations and 6 Space provided examples of the temporal
and' spatial contexts of narrative identity. This final empirically based chapter
examines the self-identity narratives that Paul and John use to talk about each other
and others in the Fenderco locale. This relational context of narrative identity
completes the use made of Somers' framework introduced in Chapter 2. As with the
previous chapters a specific narrative example or theme will focus the discussion.

Thus, in the time I spent with Paul and John one particular narrative theme was
prominent in their talk about social relations with each other and Mark and Will.

This was the use they made of the ontological and public narrative (ibid.: 618-619, this
previously under-emphasised distinction between ontological and public narratives
is elaborated in the next section) of friendship. Their talk of friendship with each
other and within their group was the main way in which those social relations were
described. This chapter is not about friendship however. The topic is the relationality
of self-identity narratives: about how Paul and John talk about their social relations
and what this means for the consolidation and fluent expression of their selfidentities.
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Paul and John's talk about their w o r k relationships serves a variety of purposes. In
terms of their self-identity however, this chapter will argue that expression of their
relational narratives contribute to their maintaining a consolidated and secure self-

identity. Specifically, I will show that their relational narrative - in a similar way to
the entrepreneurial cliched narrative discussed in Chapter 4 Cliches - contributes to
their self-identity by creating a "refuge" from some of the impersonal forces of
modernity (Giddens, 1991). The degree to which their Fenderco project dominates
and structures their lives, means that it makes sense for them to encourage an
affective, sociable and "family" working environment. However, because of their
entrepreneurial, individualised and self-absorbed work self-identity, Paul and John
are unable to engage in authentic relationships in that environment. Hence, both
Paul and John's relational narratives about each other and of their group relations,
serve to underline their dominant sense of themselves as entrepreneurs.

The next section describes how narratives about friendship constitute an aspect of

the relational context of self-identity. It begins with an elaboration of the ontological
and public narratives that are implicated through talk of and about friendship. And,
in the following section, in a similar manner to how the attributes of entrepreneurial
cliches were established, what friendship narratives consist of are outlined using the
available academic literature. The next section then examines features of relational
self-narratives heard and seen in Fenderco. The concluding discussion elaborates
upon the implications of the empirical discussion for thinking about self-identity
more generally.
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Relational narratives and self-identity
The relational contexts of self-identity include an array of different narratives and
behaviours. Relationality is also one of the key dimensions which Somers uses to
develop a narrative characterisation of identity which avoids seeing identity as a
rigid 'categorical entity' (1994: 606). And, she is not alone in recognising the inherent
relationality of self-identity. Taylor too emphasises the 'fundamentally dialogical
character' of human life and argues that,

We become full human agents, capable of understanding ourselves, and hence of
defining an identity, through our acquisition of rich human languages of expression.
[...]. But we are inducted into these in exchange with others. No one acquires the
languages needed for self-definition on their own (1991: 33, emphasis above in the
original).

Nor indeed, despite their attempt to create a thoroughly self-dependent and
'monological' (Taylor, 1991: 33) identity, do Paul and John. Thus, this chapter seeks
to extend the use of Somers' narrative framework and describe the manner in which
Paul and John use narratives about their relationships to create their self-identities.
Somers argues that self-identity is comprised of a variety of different types of
narratives some of which have not, until now been utilised in this thesis. These are
ontological and public narratives, metanarrativity and conceptual narrativity (1994: 618620). Metanarrativity 'refers to the "masternarratives" in which we are embedded as
contemporary actors in history and as social scientists' (ibid.: 619), and is not
relevant for the current discussion. The term 'ontological narrative' (ibid.: 618) is
synonymous with self-narrative. Somers defines this as 'the stories that social actors
use to make sense of - indeed, act in - their lives. Ontological narratives are used to
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define w h o w e are; this in turn can be a precondition for knowing w h a t to do' (ibid.,
emphasis in the original). Public narratives refer to 'those narratives attached to
cultural and institutional formations larger than the single individual, [and] to
intersubjective networks or institutions, however local or grand' (ibid.: 619). Both
entrepreneurial cliches and friendship are examples of public narratives.
'Conceptual narrativity' refers to the 'concepts and explanations that we [academics]
construct as social researchers' (ibid.: 620).

In Chapter 4, I went to some lengths to show how entrepreneurial cliches were a
public narrative, and used academic textbooks as an approximation of the
commonplace public and social talk about entrepreneurs. Friendship does not have
a very well defined academic or conceptual narrative in the sense that textbooks
could act as an approximation of the public narrative. Therefore, the following
discussion of friendship is based on the assumption that the academic or conceptual
narrative reflects broader public narratives (Giddens, 1976: 161). Thus, because this
chapter is not about friendship and its conceptual narratives (i.e. how friendship can
be explained) - which are merely being used to describe and illustrate the public
narrative of friendship - detailed analysis of the differing theories and concepts of
friendship is not made.1 There are nonetheless some aspects of the literature on

1

It is worth noting some of these debates, however. Various authors have emphasised the

structural context of friendship (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1954; Cohen, 1992: 117; Allan, 198

1993; Duck, 1990). Others have discussed the functionality of friendship to society as a wh

(Suttles, 1970: 96), and argue that it is an aspect of social exchange (Blau, 1964). Others

criticised this exchange view for simplifying complex behaviours of attachment and bonding

that go beyond direct reciprocity and instrumentality (Willmott, 1987: 90; Fine, 1986). In t
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friendship relations that are relevant, and it is to a brief discussion of these I turn
now.

Narratives of friendship
The most prominent feature of friendship in the conceptual narrative (i.e. the

literature which attempts to describe the public narrative) is its ambiguity (Rubin,
1985) and resistance to definition. Friendship lacks institutional form in Western
societies. It also lacks a clearly defined set of behavioural norms and a nuance of
language to describe different types of friendships. There is no real shared
agreement about what a friend is (ibid.: 8), and previous research (Fischer, 1982)
shows that friendship is used by people to mean many different types of social

relationship (also see Willmott, 1987). There even seems to be very little congruence

between espoused friendship relations: what one person calls a best friend can quite
easily be a very distant (in time, space and emotions) relation (Rubin, 1985).

Given this degree of ambiguity, it is not surprising that many authors and
researchers simply accept it and encourage a broadly defined and inclusive
conceptual narrative of friendship (Kurth, 1970; Allan, 1989). Allan (1989) for

interpretivist tradition friendship is also perceived as socially functional and int

(Goffman, 1959), but also explains the experience of friendship as a way of making se

the world and an interaction mechanism that provides an arena by which we learn abou
who we are or want to be. Rubin argues, for instance, that friendship behaviour is a

and social process built by interaction, and a conduit and mirror through which indi
identity is tested (1985: 13; see also Garrett, 1989: 140; Jerrome, 1984; and Allan,

this chapter, it is the later view which under-pins the use of relational narratives
friendship.
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instance sees friendship as a cultural construction and stresses the manner in which
people have to judge the nature of the social relation before naming it friendship. He
suggests that the 'detailed specification of friendship matters less than the
patterning of sociability generally', and that research should therefore focus on 'the
broad range of relationships that are generally accepted as being within the realm of
friendship, widely defined' (ibid.: 6, original emphasis). Thus, this ambiguity and
socially contingent base of relationality suggests that attempts to classify friendship
relationships in the face of such relational contextuality are misplaced.

Nevertheless there are some attributes of friendship relations - despite the elasticity
with which friendship is used to describe a wide variety of social relationships which are relevant to achieving my objectives in this chapter. The most important of
these is the place of intimacy in the social relations of Fenderco.

Intimacy is important to this chapter because later I argue that Paul and John use
their social relations with each other and Mark and Will as an intimacy substitute.
That is, their relationships are not intimate, but they serve that function for Paul and
John, in terms of self-identity and in some particular ways. This is explained later in
the context of the stories (the ontological or self-narratives) that Paul and John tell.
For now however, it is important to show how the conceptual narratives of intimacy
and friendship have been characterised.

Kurth (1970:136, and others, see Willmott, 1987; and Fischer, 1982) for instance, uses
intimacy as a means to distinguish between friendship and friendly relations, and
argues that the degree of intimacy is the key attribute on a continuum
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distinguishing these two types of relations. Others take a "strong" view of intimacy
and friendship and do not define non-intimate relations as friendship (Willmott,
1987). However, the approach here is more inclusive and follows Paine, who warns
against the dangers of differentiating between different kinds of friendship on the
basis of particular attributes, such as intimacy (1970: 155). In this chapter therefore
mtirnacy in social relationships is seen as an issue of degree, not either/or.

Intimacy is therefore important in a broader sense than its use as a classification and
defining attribute of friendship. Giddens has argued that intimacy and the changes
that interpersonal relations have undergone in late modernity, have far broader and
more profound implications: specifically for self-identity (1991; 1992) and the
relational narratives we use to explain these relations.

Moreover, there is something specific about male friendship that further suggests
that intimacy is an important and relevant conceptual narrative. Studies of male
friendship have argued that intimacy is not restricted to relations of shared
intimacies and self-disclosure, and that male friendship is dominated by shared
activities (Rubin, 1985: 61): Men fend to do things together, rather than talking about
them. Cohen (1992) also argues that male emotional expressiveness is a highly
nuanced issue. Giddens cites Rubin's earlier work (1983) and describes these types
of relations as 'fraternity': the 'bond that come from shared, and exclusive, male
experience' (Giddens, 1992: 126). Giddens also argues that, in the context of the
'pure relationship' that these fraternal bonds are not friendships. However, as I
argue in more detail later, Giddens uses the '"pure relationship" as prototypical of
the new spheres of personal life' (1991: 6, emphasis added). The various broader
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narratives of fraternity, friendship and intimacy, are, in social practice, more
complexly and interchangeably articulated.

Intimacy in its narrow sense, however, hardly describes the relationships in
Fenderco. Paul, John, Mark and Will's relationships, despite their affective
dimension, are work relationships. Intimacy is therefore being used in the sense of a
fraternal bond which reflects those broader relational narratives and allows for the
inclusion of the obvious external context of Fenderco as an institution and a site of
work activity. In this chapter, whether the relational narratives are based on an
institutional/instrumental or more personal/intimate basis isn't as important as
understanding how the narratives that Paul and John use help them construct and
maintain their self-identities.

Thus, in emphasising the relational narrative of friendship, other relational
narratives are not excluded. It is clear, for instance, that the business partnership
between Paul and John is a formally prescribed role relationship (Kurth, 1970).
Specifically, in the sense that the legal and economic aspects of partnership
determine many aspects of their interaction and their narratives about it to a greater
or lessor extent (task allocation, economic resource distribution, legal responsibilities
etc.). However, it is equally clear that the social relationships we all form are not
limited to requirements of and narratives about the formal roles we engage in. I
have argued against this role-determinism in Chapter 6 Space and in Chapter 2. In
this regard Somers also asks: 'Why should we assume that an individual [...] has a
particular set of interests simply because one aspect of their identity fits into one
social category [...]?' (1994: 624, emphasis in the original).
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Relational narratives, including friendship, in addition to saying something about
and to others, also say something about who a person is. Friendship in particular
has been characterised as a relationship where individuals can, according to Allan,
act relatively more freely than in the prescribed role relationships (1989: 59). Allen
justifies this assertion by drawing upon Goffman's (1959) notion of the self as social
actor and permitting friends 'backstage'. For Allan 'the "self" that is revealed in our
dealings with our friends is closer to our self-definition than the "self" we portray in
other contexts' (Allan. 1989: 59). As was argued in Chapter 2 however, this sense of
a "more real" private self, as opposed to a plurality of context dependent authentic
self-identities set around a coherent, consolidated and fluently expressed selfnarrative, is wrong.

Concluding this section therefore, as with the narratives discussed in previous
chapters, relational narratives help define our self-identities. The discussion of Paul,
Mike, Will and Mark's narratives which follow will show some of the ways this is
done and for what purpose. The above discussion has sought to show why
friendship narratives are the focus of this chapter. It has also placed relational
narrativity within the broader context of Somers' conceptual framework. And,
finally some of the substantive attributes of friendship behaviours and narratives in
the context of the broader aims of this thesis in relation to self-identity, have been
address.
Features of relational self-narratives
This section discusses the manner in which Paul and John talk about their
relationship to each other, and the way Mark and Will describe the various inter-
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relationships in the Fenderco locale. Of particular interest are the ontological and
public narratives of friendship that they use. Their relational narratives are not

static. Their talk resounds with the emplotment of events in space and (particularly

over) time, becoming episodes and stories (Somers, 1994: 616). This first part of the
section follows, therefore, the account of how they met and how their relationship
developed. Subsequent parts of this section continue with the story of these
relationships in the context of Fenderco's own development.

"Courting": the basis for being and becoming friends
John and Paul's relationship figured regularly in their talk about work history and
the eventual setting up of Fenderco. Their friendship emerged from working
together, and coalesced through the working practices developed in Harbourco.
When John joined Harbourco in the mid-1980s he found in Paul a kindred spirit.
Thus, in one conversation John explained that whilst

I was finding my feet, I didn't really know a lot about fenders. I knew a fair bit ab
rubber and what you could do with it and how you could process it, but I didn't
know what made a good fender system versus what made a bad fender system. So I

would spend a lot of time talking with Paul, and I found that very early on that Paul
was a much better engineer than [name], who was the Technical Director.

As their relationship developed they began to realise that their knowledge and skill
complemented each other. John noted that

what Paul and I found was when we were going out to customers, if we went out as
a pair, we had a very good rapport in a meeting. I could come on quite strong on the
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sales side and he could come on strong on the technical side and I don't know what it
was but we just clicked quite well [...]. We won quite a few good orders working
together.

I then asked if they reflected on the successful nature of their working together. J
said

it was very apparent because we spent a lot of time in each other's offices, we had
offices more or less next door to one another. He was running the drawing office and

so on, I was spending a lot of time on the telephone, bringing these inquiries in an

have got an inquiry: what the heck do I do with it? First thing is go and have a chat
with Paul, and let's go through the problems, what can be done, he would see more
of this than me, and I learnt a lot from him. Although I am an engineer - perhaps my

engineering qualifications were a bit higher than Paul's - he is a far better engine
than me. He has just got the imagination, he can see, conceptualise and visualise

things better than I can. But then I like the precision of getting everything down o

paper, working out proposals, presenting it, winning the order, and so that is why we
are compatible, not conflicting.

The story that John presents is of a working partnership that built up drawing on
their respective strengths. John described their differing approaches elsewhere as
'both equally valid ways of doing it, you know, but completely different. You add
those two together and it makes quite a strong match'.

The basis for their relationship, or at least in terms of the narratives used to des
and emplot it, was by no means solely operational and work focussed however.

259

Paul, for instance, though he also stressed their operational complementarity,
emphasised the similarity between themselves and between their fathers. Paul noted
at one point that

John and I have very similar backgrounds, same age, different personalities, but our
family structures are the same. We're both from families of two sons. We're both the
oldest, elder sons.

Paul used talk of similarity of upbringing as a compatibility and friendship signifi
Continuing, Paul made an explicit connection between John and his fathers'
entrepreneurial attributes and their own:

[Our] fathers are both dominant figures and both are creative. You know I always fel
that I was going to do this [run his own firm] one day.
You always felt that?
Yeah, with my father doing it. [I wanted to] from early teenage. You know, as a
teenager, there were trials and tribulations, but I was always impressed by him, and

John was similarly always impressed by his father. His father is very similar to mine
they have both gone through bankruptcies or near bankruptcies: it's never quite
worked.

This familial association with entrepreneurialism is nothing new (see Kets de Vries,
1977, for instance, for an analysis of the psychological impact of father/son
relationships on entrepreneurial behaviour). The small business literature has often
shown that many children follow in the entrepreneurial and self-employed footsteps
of their fathers (Zimmer and Aldrich, 1987; Gray, 1998: 107). However, the
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important point here is h o w the narrative about their relationship is being used to

create a sense of, in this case, Paul's entrepreneurial self-identity. Paul's 'ontological'
(because it is an expression of his sd/-identity) and relational narrative thus also
hints at the 'evaluative criteria' he uses to emplot and create his self-identity
(Somers, 1994: 617).

For Paul the 'themed' or 'selectively appropriated' story of John and himself having
these familial and attitudinal similarities tells of an evaluative criteria (the
establishment of 'a set of fundamental principles and values', ibid.) by which he
both evaluates and constructs the relational contexts of his self-identity. In other
words, Paul emphasises the principles and values inherent in the public narrative of
entrepreneurialism and how these self-identity narratives apply to and describe

others in his relational context: Paul is creating relational similarity and affinity, and
boundaries for creating difference through narrative expression. Paul and John's
relationship is therefore founded on recognising and articulating the compatibility
of their work narratives in the context of their self-identity evaluative criteria. This
relationship as it developed however, is also described through a narrative of
friendship.

How do John and Paul describe their friendship? They are certainly not friends in
the sense that they are particularly intimate or especially sociable, along the lines of
the 'pure relationship' described by Giddens (1991, this is explained below). In
describing their relationship John for instance reflected that
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w e don't spend a lot oftimesocialising together and I think that that is a good thing.
[...] Because otherwise you would just get on each other's tits. [...] like with married
life, you can't spend twenty four hours a day with your spouse, and I couldn't spend
twenty four hours a day with Paul - he would probably drive me nuts. And I would
him..2

However, this is not to say that Paul and John don't talk about themselves as being
good friends, only that their talk of friendship is based on work and running a
business together: as I noted in the previous section, male friendship tends to be
focused on doing (Rubin, 1985). John, for instance said in answer to a comment I
made about whether they were best friends, 'No, we are good mates. We tend to
socialise, but it means going up the pub talking work most of the time'. Friendship
can be and mean many different things (ibid.: 8; Fischer, 1982).

After realising they worked together well and making friends at Harbourco, Paul
and John decided to investigate the possibilities of starting their own company. This
first entrepreneurial initiative was the result of a complex variety of context specific
and deeper motivations. These included the generational antagonism felt against the
two directors; the realisation that they were already doing much of the work
required for running a fendering company (both described in Chapter 5 Generations);
and, as was described above, an underlying desire to emulate the
entrepreneurialism of their fathers.

2

It is also interesting to note that Paul and John wives variously described them, and

occasionally the business, as being like 'another wife'. The main reason for this was bec
of the amount of time they both spent working and being away from home.
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A s the story w a s told, another contributing factor to the initiative lay in the dynamic

of Paul and John's relationship itself. In one conversation where Paul was discussin
their increasing disillusionment at Harbourco, he said

John is a similar age and I was becoming ambitious and John was extremely
ambitious and we were similar as individuals. It became very competitive between

one another and the friendship developed, but sadly the two directors were leaving i
all to us. [They] left John and myself to do all the work, we felt like we were very
ambitious and we could do it ourselves. We were in our late twenties and we

founded this partnership that was a legal entity, and we called it CDL (clair de lune
which today is our money box company that holds the shares. You know, so we

formed this sort of partnership and decided to negotiate... [...]. We set out a lega
agreement and we wrote to potential ..er ... business partners and competitor
companies if you like ... we had in-principle agreements very quickly with seven of
them, but you know we were both a bit immature and didn't really have, you know
[pause]... in hindsight, you know, we probably wouldn't have made it work.

This ultimately aborted and premature entrepreneurial attempt was an important

milestone in the story Paul and John tell about the formation of their friendship, a
the eventual formation of Fenderco. John said about this early entrepreneurial
opportunity that,

Maybe it wasn't the right opportunity at the time, but somebody had the faith to say
we could work with them and take this out into the market because we knew what
we were doing and so on. So I suppose then the seed was sown for the, something for

the future, although we let it just sit there dormant for a few years. [...] It is l
you pop the question you can't go back and un-pop the question. [...]. We were
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partners in crime. [...] This is where w e coined the phrase CDL, you see, w e had to
come [to the meetings] with a sort..., or at least a pseudo company umbrella, let's
make it sound like a company and so on and we hadn't set up a company or
anything like that. So we decided to call it I think it was CDL Industries or CDL
something anyway. CDL - clair de lune -moonlighting: it is all very corny but we
were dealing with these French guys. [...] our little joke.

A joke which is part of an important quest-like story about how they cemented their
relationship and embarked on the journey that led them to start Fenderco. The
above narrative suggests that after this initial aborted entrepreneurial venture they
were destined to remain wedded and committed to pursuing this ideal. The
evaluative criteria that they use to construct their self-identity - which centres upon
a constellation of entrepreneurial values and principles (a public narrative, Somers,

1994: 619) - is locked together with the story of their relationship to each other: their
relational narrative.

"Honeymoon" and setting up home together: setting up the business
Their self- and relational narratives do not stop with the formation of Fenderco. Both
narratives are dynamic. The story of the company's birth, its subsequent, continuing
and future development also forms part of these narratives, as we have seen in
previous chapters.

Thus, after this abortive attempt to start their firm, Paul took advantage of the
opportunities that the new corporate parent firm (HarbourcoCorp) brought, to
escape the stultification he felt at HarbourcoCorp in the UK and took up a position
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in Asia3, setting up a n e w office and developing n e w markets. It was from Asia,

after the idea of running their own firm had lain 'dormant' for five years, that Paul
worked with John - who had continued at HarbourcoCorp in England - to set up
Fenderco.

Paul explained that after he left for Asia,

John and I remained friends. I moved to [Asia] and we often talked and discussed
about how it was a shame we did not continue the CDL company, which we were
going to form [into] a partnership.

John also visited Paul in Asia from time to time on business, and he said that

Paul was now on his own. 1 was on my own. We still needed ideas. So we still spent a
lot of time on the phone to one another. [...]. [Paul] still carried on helping me,
know, long distance, on quite a few jobs, including some jobs that we did that he
designed and made the steel work out in Asia and shipped it back to the UK. So there
was still a lot of communication there.

The decision to start Fenderco and the "divorce" from HarbourcoCorp was however
far from straightforward. Both John and Paul had become increasingly disillusioned
with the management of Harbourco/HarbourcoCorp as was shown in Chapter 5

Generations. There were also, in addition to the generational narrative they drew on
as resources to describe the entrepreneurial initiative of Fenderco, some specific

3

This refers to a specific country, which will remain anonymous.
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events which form the founding story of Fenderco and a key episode in their
relational narrative. John explains,

I was getting a lot of flack from HarbourcoCorp. I was finding it frustrating becaus
there was too much paper work, a lot of travel. I was a 'company man' [...]. Being
told all the time by HarbourcoCorp that we must do things this way, that way. [...]
Paul had his problems [in Asia] too. These were compounded finally by the fact that
he got expelled from Asia, because they [HarbourcoCorp] had not given him the
right work permit. I was pretty fed up in the UK. They [HarbourcoCorp] decided

that I was the best person to go out to Asia. [...] [But] I was not going to step int
Paul's shoes and I told them this; T am not [going], he is a friend, you should be
doing everything you can, it is your fault he got kicked out, you should be doing
everything you can to get him back in. [...]'. They wanted me to actually go across

the same basis that he was on [i.e. without the proper work permit]. I said 'you have

got to be joking'. [...]. But I did go out to temporarily look after Paul's office i
and [before I went out there] Paul was back in the UK from [the nearby Asian
country he had been deported to] where he had moved down to. We flew out
together and Paul said 'this is ridiculous', and it was that flight out from the UK

we cooked up these plans and then I, we agreed, you know, basically, let's get out [

HarbourcoCorp]. I was frustrated more than anything - Paul was really really fed up.
I was very very frustrated. So we cooked up these plans and right let's start again:
lets look again at who we should talk to.

John and Paul contacted Ausfend and FendercoEurope and after some secret
meetings, contract negotiations, and Paul getting the sack and John resigning from
HarbourcoCorp, they formed Fenderco.
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Once Fenderco itself became established (the first office w a s situated south west of
London: they relocated to Maltonbury after their first year of trading), their
relationship took on certain routines and attributes. However, Paul and John talk of
how initially the new organisational context of Fenderco caused certain problems in
relation to the division of labour and their relationship more generally. Paul and
John had to re-establish the working relationship formed at Harbourco five years
previously. As John noted,

In the early days of Fenderco, you know we were doing more or less exactly the same
job, parallel working together on every single job which was good because we had
never worked in that way before together, so it was a good learning, a good chance
for us to learn even more about how each other worked. We had been apart for five
years, he had gone off to [Asia], so we were a bit rusty - we still had to get to know
each other again and the working practices.

In getting to know each other again there is an implication of reflexivity in their
relationship (Giddens, 1991: 91-92). John would have needed to ensure that
everything was 'all right' (ibid.: 91) between Paul and himself, through selfexamination of his part in the relationship, to have been able to ascertain that they
had removed, as it were, the "rust" from the relationship. This talk of getting used to
each other again in a new organisational context also shows that in a relational
narrative there is an assumption of a "good" and "bad" relational state: an
evaluative criteria of relational success and failure. The narrative of their
relationship is one of a dynamic quest and journey towards a mutually re-enforcing
harmony, balance and compatibility in the pursuit of their entrepreneurial project.
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This narrative is dynamic because trials and tribulations from inside (the search for
their own mutual interpersonal equilibrium) and outside (the challenges faced by
new entrant firms from market and regulatory environments) have to be overcome.

Thus, Paul and John talked of this early period of Fenderco being fraught with

financial difficulties and the business being slow coming in. This caused friction a
arguments between Paul and John. For John this early "honeymoon" period was

like when you go through a rocky patch in a relationship, you can argue a bit. [...].

But things got better, you know. As the business got better those pressures came off
and we found ourselves working far better together: beginning to gel. So I am sure

that first year was partly competition from others and partly us still really learni
how to work together.

Paul and John also made some mistakes that added to their financial problems. One
of these mistakes related to a contractual oversight that led to a serious underestimation of the job time and thus costs. Paul explained that

We tended to take risks that we shouldn't, but we needed the business. The internal
administration between John and I, you know from the outset, there was only the two
of us that were here, actually sharing the mundane aspects of the administration:
ordering, chasing and preparing drawings. We were both, I suppose, fighting for a
role within the business and nobody wanted to come out the loser. It's probably why
we got stung so early on.
Is that perhaps a lack of planning about what the exact roles were going to be?
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You know, w e were competing against each other. Certainly the first year, because of

the difficulties... Because we were facing such heavy competition and the market was
particularly poor that year. We were not performing well. We did not get orders for
long time. Any we did get we were lucky to have. It was touch and go. A fractious
time between us.

In Paul and John's story of Fenderco their relationship narrative is reflexively
dynamic. The interaction between external social forces (the impersonal force of
modernity, Giddens, 1991), actually running the firm, and the relational narratives
used to describe and structure these events, show Paul and John in a search for
mutually supportive work identities: they emplot the variety of events into a
coherent and purposeful narrative.

"Married" life and troubles
The picture that has been described so far has been of a friendship narrative that
describes an interpersonal journey towards balance and equilibrium. And, my
conversations with Mark and Will saw them similarly recognise and comment on
the manner in which Paul and John seemed especially compatible. Will said this for
instance when I asked him about their similarities and differences, T have always
seen Paul as a design man. John has been the salesman'. Similarly, Mark said that
John and Paul

can work off each other. John can sort of benefit from Paul's technical know-how and
problem solving ability and perhaps John probably goes [on with things] when Paul
would probably let it [the job] go a little bit. So together the whole system is

interlocked. I think I can say having been in the firm three years that they are tot
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different in every way that you can imagine. In every way you can possibly imagine

they are different. You know socially, the way they work, and all the rest of it. I t
that is the core strength within the firm. You cover the whole spectrum. You know
that John is very sales orientated on one hand and we maybe get a lot of the smaller
jobs that Paul wouldn't be interested in pursuing. Paul perhaps takes the more
measured approach, more prepared to take his time over the longer, gestation period:
It could be the longest project in years!

Compatible, but different: matched. As we will see in the next part however, Mark
and Will also use a different relational narrative to describe Paul and John's
relationship, one which places more emphasis on the differences and tension
between Paul and John and the control that is placed upon them as employees.

After recounting their "teething" problems Paul and John continue the story and
talk of how business improved and how the division of labour between John
eventually became more firmly routinised and established. However, included in
their narrative was talk of continuing tension and the occasional problem. These
conflicts were quickly resolved. John noted for instance that

we tolerate each other very well. [...] I think we are both pretty tolerant of each
another, which is the main thing. We rarely get on each other nerves, but when we do

we have a big argument and by the evening it is usually fine. We don't let the sun go
down on it.

Despite this, included in their talk are also stories that show how disjunctive and
contradictory events are emploted into their relational narratives. As I have
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indicated in Chapter 4 Cliches, these contradictory and conflicting stories should not
be seen as in some way the realities that contrast to the rhetoric. But rather, in terms
of how self-identity narratives are constructed and consolidated, they should be
seen as tales of events that lie not outside the themed plot, but towards the edge,
peripheral and relegated to a less central position in the dominant narrative. Any
story which hangs together too well, is one that might be difficult to believe. Thus in
selectively appropriating the events for their narrative, the evaluative criteria that
Paul and John use to construct a coherent relational narrative must allow for
disjuncture and conflicting stories.

Thus, there were occasions where Paul and John would talk of events and tensions
even after the initial "courting" difficulties of getting the company running and
determining compatible work roles were overcome.

One issue which gave rise to tensions between them, for instance, related to their
approach to company finance. Paul's approach to company finance could be
described as strategic, and less generously, intuitive. John on the other hand
according to Paul

likes to look at the figures ... and I told him that we would make half a million profit
this year and he denied it, and he'd been looking up the accounts and he got all
excited last week because he got the first draft accounts and it's ... [pause] half a
million pounds
[Laughter].
He's actually been physically hiding money during the year and I said you must be
wrong, you know...
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Wliat, you mean hiding money from you in a paper sense?
In a paper sense. I mean he'd been putting money into accruals and using ....

deliberately poor exchange rates ... you know. I have this big problem with John ove

this. It's a big contentious issue, 'cause, you know, I'd rather have precise figures
[and] not stash some money away. [Pause]. Obviously the bank balance is very
important as well... [long pause], but if you can analyse your figures, you know, on
a crude basis, based on business and the orders you have in hand, and a rough
knowledge of what, and how long they will take to fulfil, you can make a crude
assessment.

In a sense the above example of financial management simply reflects different
approaches to running the company. On the one hand there is the detailed tax
advantage maximisation objectives of John who deals with financial matters on a
week to week basis. Paul on the other hand would like to have a clear and
meaningful current account with which to make longer term and strategic decisions
from. But it is also an example of how conflict can emerge from even the most
'interlocked' relationship.

For John, Paul's tendency to 'vanish' was often a cause for irritation. As John said,

Oh, there are times when he vanishes. He just disappears out of the office. He says,

'right I am off to see Barry' and that was at nine in the morning and turns up at tw
in the afternoon and he hasn't been at Barry's all the time, he probably has been

down to [this city], probably been down to [that city] but you can't find the bugger.
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Paul would also turn his mobile phone off w h e n he 'disappeared', as he did w h e n 1
accompanied him on one of these journeys. Paul's (and to a lessor extent John's)
work involved travelling to and from meetings at sites around the UK. A few of the
major long-term contracts were based on sites that were within a couple of hours'
drive and Paul would occasionally visit these sites without any specific meetings
having been pre-arranged. Whilst some of the time Paul's "absences" would be
attributable to meetings and the like, there were times which were unaccounted for.

From time to time mistakes were also made which created tensions, as my field
notes reveal of a visit to Maltonbury when the atmosphere in the 'castle house' was
particularly tense:

John had written an article in a trade magazine which had used a picture and a
conversion chart he had taken whilst employed with HarbourcoCorp. Because
[HarbourcoCorp] was keen to see Fenderco suffer (Paul had told me much over the
preceding years about how they were out to crush him) they had taken out a
summons. This caused Paul a lot of irritation over the weekend: he was not that
communicative over the weekend. Deep thought. [...] Paul was really annoyed with
John. I asked Paul if he had ever lost his temper with John, he said that he did
'sometimes'.

These are examples of how they describe the tensions in their relationship. But thes

conflicts and tensions are included in the relational narrative, not suppressed. The

are part of the trials and tribulations of the journey. The dynamic relational narra
also includes events which describes their friendship as a bond in the sense of a

connection and a constraint (Sennett, 1981: 4). The last example above also illustra
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a well-known feature of dyadic relationships: that it is difficult to 'shift blame,
obligation, and responsibilities upon an impersonal structure when a crisis occurs,
action is called for, or a decision is to be made' (Becker and Hill Useem, 1942:14),
Both Paul and John will be clearly implicated in any crisis, and the conflict has to be
dealt with. Thus, Paul and John's relational narrative described the mutuality and
compatibility, but also the occasional transgressions where the constraints are
breached.

What then do these relational narratives of friendship - the "courting", the
"honeymoon" and everyday routines, and the "troubles" - say about Paul and
John's self-identity? What is the purpose of this causal emplotment of events into
episodes? What can the selective appropriation of the 'infinite variety of events,
experiences, characters, institutional promises and social factors' (Somers, 1994: 617),
through Paul and John's use of an entrepreneurially-based evaluative criteria, tell us
about how they construct, consolidate and express their self-identities?

Giddens is helpful here when he suggests that modern friendship can be described
as a 'pure relationship' (1991: 87). A crucial element of the pure relationship is the
way in which it contrasts with traditional relationships. Giddens explains that
modern friendship 'is defined specifically as someone with whom one has a
relationship unprompted by anything other than the rewards that that relationship

provides' (ibid.: 90). Thus the pure relationship lies outside - or 'free floating' - th
'external conditions of social or economic life' (ibid.: 89).
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Thus defined, the relationship between Paul and John is clearly not a 'pure' one, as
their account of it is based on occupation, contract and obligation, as well as
friendship. Their account of their relationship resembles a traditional marriage in
Giddens' terms, in that marriage is based on a formal and informal contract chiefly
orientated towards economic considerations and integrated within a set of network
and transaction relationships (1991: 89). Giddens has elaborated this distinction
elsewhere by arguing that 'fraternity - bonds that come from shared, and exclusive,
male experience - is not the same as [the pure] friendship' (1992:126). The narrative
of friendship discussed in this chapter equates to this notion of fraternity.

However, the task at hand is not to define what their relationship is. But rather to
ascertain what their narrative describing it can tell us about how they construct,
consolidate and express their self-identities. Giddens' objective in emphasising the
difference between traditional and more intimate modern relationships is for the
sake of clarity regarding his argument about modernity and self-identity. He also
acknowledges that the pure relationship is a 'prototypical' (ibid.: 6) construct and
that in practice 'in many sectors of modern life traditional elements remain,
although they are often fragmented and their hold over behaviour partial' (1991:
206). Consequently though modern friendship relations exhibit more intimacy and
less instrumentality than traditional versions, it is not totally absent, especially in
their fraternally based forms. Therefore, I argue that Paul and John's relational
narratives combine aspects of both traditional and modern relationships in their
friendship. Intimacy may not figure in its narrow sense, and the relationship is not
'pure' and 'free-floating', independent of the 'external anchors' (ibid.: 92) of
contracts and so forth, typical of traditional relationships. But, the voluntarism
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inherent in choosing a fraternal friendship as a vehicle to pursue their mutual
project of Fenderco, and the reflexivity, commitment, and tacit trust exhibited in
their relational narrative suggests that it would be incorrect to assume that Paul and
John's narrative of their friendship is simply one based on tradition and
instrumentality.

There are therefore some aspects of the 'pure relationship' that can help illuminate
how their relational narrative contributes to their self-identities. Part of Giddens'
argument for the emergence of the pure relationship relates to the way in which a
desire for intimacy is against the flow of the dominant impersonal social life in
conditions of high modernity. Thus, intimacy becomes a sanctuary which helps to
shut out the increasingly organised and impersonal aspects of modern social life
(Giddens, 1991: 94). Paine, who writes specifically about friendship and the changes
it has undergone through the onset of modernity also argues something similar:
friendship provides a 'refuge from the glare of public life and its burden of
institutional obligations' (1970:151-2, emphasis in the original).

I have also argued elsewhere in this thesis that Paul and John's becoming
entrepreneurs together and their project of Fenderco is a way in which control can
be wrought over some of these impersonal forces, as they relate to their work and
work identities. In Chapter 4 Cliches I showed how they identify themselves against
narrative images of bureaucratic and rule-bound organisational environments. Paul
and John's relational narrative is a constitutive part of the process by which they
mutually reinforce their opposition to these impersonal forces, in a search for a
stable individual identity (Collinson, 1992: 30).
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However, because the relationship is described in terms of a friendship, but is not a
pure friendship in some crucial aspects, their relational narrative might be described
as a substitute for intimacy: an ersatz intimacy. This is not to imply that Paul and

John are using their relationship as an alternative to other intimacies in their lives.
My own observations of these social relations (notwithstanding the self-imposed
methodological limitations in this regard, discussed in Chapter 3) and the length of
time that Paul and John spent at work, suggest that these other intimacies were
however, perhaps under at least some strain.

The crucial point is this: the story they tell of their friendship provides some of the
benefits of a pure relationship without the associated degree of "real" or authentic
intimacy. Paul and John's relational narratives about each other are - to paraphrase
an earlier quote from Zijderveld (1979: 62) - not the "real" answer to achieving
"intimacy" and a refuge from impersonal forces, but they do function. Thus, the
relational narrative they express about each other does two things: first, it provides
mutually supportive sanctuary or refuge from impersonal forces (in Paul and John's
words, the 'mundane aspects of the administration', 'heavy competition' and 'the
market'). And, second, it provides a dynamic and reflexive arena for expressing,

accessing and confirming the evaluative criteria of their self-identities ('we still ha
to get to know each other again', 'we were both [...] fighting for a role within the
business and nobody wanted to come out the loser', 'when we do have a big
argument [...] by the evening it is usually fine, we don't let the sun go down on it').
The story provides a functioning, but ersatz replica of the pure relationship.
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Starting a "family": employee relational narratives

The final element of the relational narratives discussed in this chapter concerns Pa
and John's engagement with their employees. The purpose is not to capture or

comment on the industrial relations of Fenderco. Enough has been said in this thesis
(especially in Chapter 6 Space) to suggest that these relations are fairly typical,
that they represent a mix of fraternal and paternal forms of management control
(Curran and Stanworth, 1979; Goffee and Scase 1982; Rainnie, 1989; Goss, 1988; 1991;
Ram, 1994). The purpose of this part is to establish how Mark and Will's stories of
their employers compare with Paul and John's, and to see how Paul and John
incorporate their relations with Will and Mark into their own self-narratives.

Earlier in this chapter Will and Mark described how the owner-managers were a
compatible unit: a partnership. They also talked more inclusively of how they were
all part of a team. Will for instance said this:

It is a good team and we all have a good relationship. We all know what we have got

to do. If there is one person who is out of place then the company suffers, there is
disputing that. But we are all a damn good team. There are certain days when you

think what a shit that was because of a problem because it is quite difficult: becau
of the bosses. Well at the end of the day they are the bosses!

And Mark noted that:

We are all part of the company. The first thing Paul said to me was 'the company is
we or us, not I'.
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M a r k and Will were - despite their being a 'group of friends' (from a quote from
Will cited in Chapter 6 Space) - under no illusions that work was why they were

there, or that their relationships with Paul and John were chiefly work related. Wil

noted for instance, that 'when I'm in this building [the Fenderco office], I got task
do'.

But Mark and Will clearly enjoyed their socialising with John and Paul, as was
shown in the previous chapter. What Mark and Will's relational narratives say about
Paul and John's self-identities have not been commented upon however.

Both Mark and Will noted differences in the way that Paul and John talk in the pub,
in comparison to work. Mark, for instance, talked about how John behaved
differently in the pub. He said, talking about socialising on 'pub nights',

it tends to be one way traffic with John, if you are talking about work. Nevertheles

he doesn't treat it the same way that he does in the office. But on other matters he

a good time and he is a good laugh. [He talks about] laddish sort of stuff. Sport, bu
not work.

Will talked about how in the pub Mark and he would

talk and listen to Paul more [than at work]. He's always there [in the pub], always
talking, and you learn things. He'll tell you things about "have you heard this and
that", "oh really ...", you know ... [pause]. It's a bit boring sometimes.
[Laughter]
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[...].[But] Mark and I listen to him - you're listening to someone who knows what

he's talking about - listen to how to do a sale or how to design something, or how thi
fender system works on this [or that] particular dock. Paul comes across as being a
sort of guy that knows a hell of a lot about everything [...]. And he comes up with
some very interesting stuff at times.

And, Mark said of Paul and the pub that,

Paul and I share a similar sense of humour and I always get on well with Paul
anyway. So in that respect it is great. But a few beers go down and you start maybe
[with] what has happened in the office and at the end of the day there are tantrums
and problems.

The mention of tantrums and problems suggests the pub talk did not necessarily

ameliorate conflict. Mark and Will's relational narratives were therefore also replet
with criticism of their managers. Mark for instance said these things about John:

He is unpopular with most people that come into contact with him, in truth. Not

because he is a horrible bloke, because he is not, but [it's] just his manner. He's n
what people tag him for.

I get on with John but I am sure a lot of people can't. You have to take him as you
find him really. But that is his competitive nature: Bad manners, hugely patronising,
bloody arrogant really.

Mark also said that Paul was:
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cock sure to the point that you might say he is arrogant sometimes. I don't think he is,

but he does come across as a little bit aloof. [It's] not because he thinks he is be

than anyone else, I don't think. He is a thinker and that is where he gets his stren
You say something to him and he just walks off. His mind is not always on what you
are saying. Most people love him to death really.

John confirmed this more distant working relationship which Paul adopts at work
when he described the way Mark and Will were managed:

I tend to work with both of them. But I work in a very different way with them than
the way Paul does. Paul doesn't call on them quite so much, but when he does he
says "I want it done now", whereas I have perhaps the majority of their time, in
overseeing what they are doing in general. Every now and again when Paul wants

his bit he will just go in there and say "do that for me now", and you know it is fin

Will had similar views to Mark and felt that

Paul's a kid. He's a really easy-going sort of guy. John isn't that easy going. Some
days you come into work and John's the nicest bloke ever: He's nice and makes you

coffee; "thanks for that, that's really nice of you mate"; "thanks for doing a good j
on a drawing"; "Great job, nice job mate". And then he can start shouting for no
apparent reason.

Both Mark and Will complained of how at the office John and Paul could be distant
and unhelpful. Will said this of Paul and John for instance,
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You will ask him [Paul] a question and he will just look at you. Typically he will look
at you and just give you a really filthy look and turn away from you and carry on
with his work. And you will say 'Paul I have a problem and I need to ask a question'
and he will start to discuss it with you and then he will just forget what you are

talking about and just ignore you. In the office you will say 'Paul, are you at work?

and he will say 'yes' and just walk off. Basically you have got to chase him around t
get something out of him whereas John although he is a crabby old git sometimes, he

will tell you what to do, he tries to make it his query as well. Not like Paul. John'

attitude is very workified and Paul's attitude is very playified. So that is how I s
and that is how this company works. You have got someone very strict in his ways
and someone who isn't, but at the end of the day they work very well as partners.

[...]. Paul is really a big kid and basically as far as 1 can see he has got somethi
do one day and then once he has done that he has finished work for the day. Then it

is party time and that is every Friday night. He works hard all week, Friday night it
pub, back at his place for more drinks. And that is what Paul does think. John is
different, a workaholic. He works too much. He doesn't let himself go as much as
Paul does. [...]. Now and again us junior staff we get a bit uptight about John's

attitude and it is very much if you have a problem, John is busy with something else.
If you want an answer to that problem you ask John and he doesn't take kindly to
being asked.

These comments from Mark and Will show that both Paul and John appear distant
and self-absorbed at work. These quotes also display not just a simple tale of
managerial control and employee estrangement but also one long suffering friendly
affection and admiration (one that is perhaps redolent of the generational themes
discussed in Chapter 5). Both Will and Mark can see and feel the brunt of the ownermanagers' self-absorbed behaviour but express friendship and affection nonetheless.
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W h a t these narratives hint at in terms of Paul and John's self-identities (their

projections of sameness and difference) is a willingness to socialise and engage wit
their employees on affective terms. But the terms are mostly unilaterally and
unequally set by Paul and John, and with a degree of self-regard which plays on the
affective sensibilities of their assistants.

This "use" of Mark and Will to provide an attentive and affectionate audience in the
proximate region - especially by Paul who was 'always there' in the pub - can be
seen more clearly when the narratives of distance and instrumentality that Paul and
John used to describe their assistants as employees is taken into account.

In his relational narrative Paul perceives the relationship with his employees as pa
of a company strategy: He said that

the fundamentals of business are fairly boring and fairly obvious but there is a

relationship with all of the employees - virtually - with myself. I'm keen to encour

greater loyalty. It's quite similar in a way to Richard Branson, who surrounds himse
with friends and relations and em he's [pause]...
Done rather well.
Done rather well.
[Laughter].

Specifically, this conscious business strategy related to various dinner parties at
Paul's house and in particular a weekend away over the Christmas period. The 'tab'
that was kept at the pub for Friday nights was also likely part of this strategy,
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although attendance there w a s also a more ad hoc and "non-business" aspect of
Paul's social life too.

In the central regions of the office Paul and John's relational narratives are clear
occupational, instrumental and affectively "distant", as a few examples will
demonstrate. Much of Paul and John's talk about the assistants concerned their
supposed lack of performance or development potential. Paul mentioned that Mark
had originally been hired with a sales role in mind, but he said that

Mark's been really loyal and I don't want to lose him but he could be replaced. [...
He's not aggressive enough.

My notes of a conversation I had with Paul on a car journey also said the following
about Mark and Will:

Paul told me that he wasn't happy about the amount of sick leave that Will was

taking, he said that he had spoken to him about this. For a sales role you need to be
available. This is because his role is the bread and butter for rubber products, his
availability is therefore crucial. Paul termed these the 'nuisance calls', Paul and
have to deal with them when Will should be. [...]. Paul then moaned that Mark and
Will could show more initiative.

My notes also include another conversation where

Paul explained on the Saturday about encouraging Mark and Will. But he also said
that they would never be able to take the company over, that was a 'pipe dream'.
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A n d , in an interview, Paul said this about his attitude to his employees and staff
management:

You obviously get round to pay rises and bonuses, but I don't think it's a bad idea
get rid of somebody very swiftly. We've done very well, extremely well as a
company, and Mark thinks the company would collapse if he wasn't around. I mean
that certainly isn't the case.

How do you deal with this? Having this reasonably sort of intimate, personal relati
[with your employees] and yet you are ...
Oh quite well. You'd be surprised. No matter how friendly you can be with
someone, asking for money, a pay rise, is not easy and it doesn't, you know,

you're nervous, you're uncomfortable. I've done it, I've been there [as an employee
and I know how nervous and uncomfortable it feels. I know the answers to the

questions and I'm ready for them. I also like to do it as an element of surprise, ca
them in and say, bang, that's what you're getting no discussion!

The relational narratives of friendship in Fenderco see Paul and John successfully
inculcating a "family" culture in the face of significant control-based and
operational antagonism. Their own narratives however, display an instrumentallybased reserve, distance and indifference to the affective environment they have
created. The implications that this has for the analysis of Paul and John's selfidentities is explored in the next and final section.
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Concluding discussion
Earlier I suggested that Paul and John's relational narratives about each other
provides an affective or emotional refuge from some of the impersonal forces of
modernity. This refuge also seemingly excludes Mark and Will, whilst at the same
time seeming to include them. The indifference and distance exhibited in their talk
above shows that the sociability and intimacy that they - Paul in particular, through
his use of the pub - have created acts as a substitute intimacy: a functional facsimile.

These "distant" relational narratives are not particularly unusual for men. Giddens
argues for instance that men are often unable to engage in intimacy 'as equals, [...],
but they are well able to offer love and care to those inferior in power (women,
children) or with whom they share an unstated rapport (buddies, member of a
fraternity)' (1992: 131). For Giddens, intimacy is thus a 'matter of emotional
communication, [...], in a context of interpersonal equality' (ibid.: 130). Obviously,
the relationship with Mark and Will is unequal and hence the persistence of unresolvable contradictions, leading to tensions.

In terms of their self-identities the way that Paul and John selectively appropriate
events and construct their relational narratives into episodes, reiterates some of the
themes of entrepreneurial individualism that emerged in Chapter 4 Cliches.
Specifically, this chapter has suggested that Paul and John's self-identities are
constructed, consolidated and fluently expressed through narratives of selfdependency, individualism and retrenched isolation. In Taylor's terms, they are
attempting to produce a monological dialogue of self-identity (1991: 33). Taylor has
also argued that the way in which self-identities are narratively formed represents
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an important and distinguishing feature of modernity. Thus, some further, broader
points should also be made regarding self-identity, which suggest that Paul and
John are not unusual in expressing their identities in this manner.

Taylor argues that we create our identity dialogically (1991). The modern ideal of
individualism however, he argues, stresses the desirability of a monological and
independent creation of identity. Like Sennett, who feels it is wrong that individuals
should be expected to be 'endlessly looking inside for a sense of fulfillment, as

though the self were like a vast warehouse of gratification that one's social relations
had kept one from exploring' (1981: 117-118, and previously cited in Chapter 4),
Taylor feels that an individualised notion of self-identification underestimates the
'place of the dialogical in human life' (1991: 34). Moreover, he argues that the search
for authenticity through 'self-centred and "narcissistic" modes of contemporary
culture are manifestly inadequate' (ibid.: 35). That is, he argues that if we deny our
ties to others, and deny that any demands beyond our own individual 'human
desires or aspirations' are important, the way in which we 'opt for self-fulfillment'

will be 'self-defeating'. I have argued in this chapter and in Chapter 4, that Paul and
John are the willing, but perhaps unaware, victims of this 'mode[ ] of contemporary
culture' (ibid.).

The implications of this argument are that Paul and John will not be truly secure and
free from anxiety, or truly an individual until they engaged with others through
different narratives. Their current individualised engagement with others, through a
variety of self-identity narratives, attempts to deny the need for a dialogical
engagement in constructing and maintaining their self-identity.
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This implies that there is something wrong or inadequate with their engagement

with each other and others, their evaluative criteria, and their self-identities. Aside
from the arrogance of this proposition (derived from looking at the reality of Paul
and John's fives through contemporary social theory), what I am suggesting is also
straying into territory which social science traditionally avoids: that is, values and
'shoulds'. The manner in which social science and the conclusions it makes secrete
values is a large and philosophically complex topic. And, as I discussed in Chapter
2, the assumption of value neutrality in the presentation of scientific knowledge is
now widely recognised as a conceit (Gergen, 1978: 1347; Giddens, 1976: 135;
Giddens, 1993: 9; Maclntrye, 1981: 78). Thus, Taylor (1989; 1991), Maclntrye (1981),
Giddens (1991; 1992) and Sennett (1981; 1998) are arguing that people and society are
doing things wrong and should do them differently. Their conceptual narrative is
inherently value laden. This research is, in part therefore, intended to provide some
'bodied stuff' on which their theoretical speculations can feed (Geertz, 1973: 23).

However, putting aside these reflections until the next and final chapter, my
conclusions imply that Paul and John don't in some way engage with others.
"Outside" work they have kin and partners. And they have friends. I am one of
them. But this chapter has shown - if for no other reason than a lack of time because
of their work commitments (but there is more to it than this) - that the relational
narratives they construct are limited, insular and monologically oriented. This
relational insularity is chiefly achieved through the narratives they construct and
maintain about their relationship to each other, which dominates the relational
horizon. The chapter has also shown that Paul and John's relational narratives
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necessarily deny engagement with others as equals. However, this does not m e a n
that there is no engagement, or that the inequalities are statically differentiated
across the spatial regions of the Fenderco locale. What it means is that the
engagement is a substitute, an ersatz and facsimile engagement, where the narrative
protects and closets their self-identities from harm's way.

Moreover, both Paul and John's relational narratives about each other and the
others, serve to underline their dominant sense of themselves as entrepreneurs,
whilst nevertheless incorporating disjunctive and contradictory relational
narratives. The selective appropriation and incorporation of disjunctive and
contradictory events into the themed episodes (Somers, 1994) of their narratives
allow for the biographical stories they tell to have "milestones", believable depth (to
themselves and others) and a sense of a journey travelled: it allows for the relational
narratives to be dynamic. This sense of a quest and journey is another theme which
pervades this thesis, and also forms part of the final chapter, to which I now turn.
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Chapter 8 The contribution this thesis makes

Introduction
I wrote of Paul and John's relational narratives in the previous chapter, that if their
stories hung together too well, they might have difficulty convincing themselves and
others to believe them. This thesis is a story, and the same can be said of it. Like a

glass castle placed on shifting sand, academic narratives - like all texts - tend to ove
specify their objects of study. Our lust for clarity produces stable, patterned and
ordered images of the social world. Producing such clarity in the volume and mess
of our inter-subjective and institutional social worlds cannot but be a difficult and
combat-like affair, if it is to represent something meaningful. Much of the mental
skirmishing that produced my particular story has been fought over the dynamic
tension between happenstance and order: between simple arbitrary events and the
sensible ordering of episodes.

Therefore the themes that I have used to bring each of the chapters into order, and
the overlapping and generic themes I elaborate below should be seen for what they
are, part of a conceptual narrative which lusts - however carefully, subtly or

reluctantly - after clarity. The story of this thesis is not unlike Paul and John's self
identities in the sense that the conceptual narrative I have produced serves to
provide a consolidated and fluently expressed sense of society or conceptual
narrative. The purpose of this observation is merely to put my hand up and
volunteer that the coherence and wholeness I have produced in this thesis has taken
on a specificity of its own.
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Thus, as I read through this thesis I ask the question: is this really the Paul and John I
know? I am struck by what has been left out of my story: the emotional attachment I
have to Paul, the laughs I had with all of them. My joy, anger: my life. If my selfnarrative only plays a cameo part in this story, then Paul and John's stories are
similarly partial, though more elaborate: I have only touched on a narrow but
substantial part of how they express their self-identities. As Taylor has written 'our
identity is deeper and more many-sided than any of our possible articulations of it'
(Taylor, 1989: 29). Hence Paul and John's lives and self-identities are complex not
just in the sense that they are more than their work, but also in the sense that the
stories they tell only refer to a short period of time. Things change and continue.
Nevertheless, a story needs to end. But this ending too is also an over specification.
The coming words should, therefore, be read bearing in mind this disquiet at the
over specification inherent in committing thoughts and action to text (and especially
academic texts, which have institutional as well as textual propensities to neatness).

In coming to a conclusion this chapter builds on the examples of narrative, temporal,
spatial and relational contexts of self-identity presented in the previous four
chapters. Three other generic themes which have pervaded and interspersed these
empirical chapters are highlighted. The first is the way that self-identity and their
narratives change and produce a biographical narrative: a sense of a journey
travelled. Throughout the thesis Paul and John's work self-narratives are
consolidated and consistent, but also incorporate flux and disjunction. The inclusion
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of this "baggage" 1 that they bring along in their biographical narratives helps
provide material with which to draw on when the circumstances of life change. This
aspect of the story deserves, and receives, further comment below. The second part
of this section reflects on the social causes and consequences of the manner in which
Paul and John construct and maintain their self-narratives. I have written of the
tension in their self-narratives between modern and traditional forms of expression:
about how Paul and John, through their Fenderco project, are engaged in the
reconstruction of tradition (Giddens, 1991: 206-7). The final part reflects on the
individualistic and oppositional manner in which this "traditional enclave" or over'protective cocoon' (ibid.: 126) is achieved through their narrative.

Having highlighted these themes, the second section and major objective of this
chapter is to answer the question of why this thesis is important and useful: in what
way is it likely to change anything?

As a whole the thesis contributes something of substance (the 'bodied stuff I
mentioned a little while ago, Geertz, 1973: 23) to the conceptual narrative of selfidentity. In other words, and to reiterate what I wrote earlier in Chapter 2, this thesis
deepens the vocabulary with which we can think about the processes involved in
people creating, maintaining and using self-identities. Discussion in this section is
focussed on two related areas. The first is the contribution this thesis makes to the
way that the practice of self-identity is theorised. And secondly, because theorising

1

This allusion to the way this word is sometimes used to describe how we bring the residu

of previous mtimate relationships into our new relationships is purposeful; we all have
stories that need to be used but don't "fit" our current self-identities.
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self-identity (making sense and ordering processes of narrative social practice)
involves evaluating what people are saying and doing, further exploration of the
value, moral or 'shoulds' of self-identity discussed briefly at the end of the previous
chapter, is made.

Unifying themes and substantive (content) contributions: Or, what my story of Paul and
John tells us about self-identity
Change and journeys
Self-identity has been conceptualised throughout this thesis as something that is
narratively constituted. The events and experiences of our lives are crafted into
episodic and themed narratives which become a biography: the story of who we are
over time. In part therefore Paul and John's narratives have been impUcitly

characterised as a journey or quest for self-realisation and fulfilment. Self-identity in
this sense is not therefore static, but elastic and subject to change. This means that
their identification with the roles of entrepreneur and so forth are contingent on a
variety of contextual factors. That engagement with the entrepreneurial role is often
a transient one is something that Schumpeter recognised long ago: 'being an
entrepreneur is not a profession and as a rule not a lasting condition' (1990:118). It is
not surprising therefore that when Paul and John's work context changed, it was
likely that the contexts of self-identification and the narratives they tell would also
be reconfigured: certain narratives might become relegated and others promoted, to
produce a "new" consolidated and fluently expressed self-identity.

In the period of the research a significant change to their work context did not occur.
The story of this thesis is very much one of "business as usual". What they tell of
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past changes - about h o w they left HarbourcoCorp and set up Fenderco - does not
say much about Paul and John's self-identities back then. Their narratives about the

past are like nationalist histories. Though the "historical records" of their talk says
much about how they perceive and talk of themselves now, these records can only
give vague hints and clues to how they might have once perceived and spoke of
themselves. In Chapter 5 Generations, for instance, Paul and John's narratives about
their work experiences served to underline their self-identification of themselves as
opposing and replacing the generation of their previous managers. In terms of selfidentity, the stories they tell serve immediate and short-term purposes.

However, when I returned to Maltonbury and to the 'castle house' in July 2001
significant changes to these contexts had taken place. Paul and John were no longer
owner-managers or entrepreneurs. Paul was no longer living in the house or the
town. Things were very different in many ways, and these changes though not part

of the "research" are - by way of an epilogue - instructive in further illuminating the
journey-like qualities of self-identity.

When, for instance, visiting the now fully renovated offices the feeling I had was of
being more of a stranger than I had imagined. John and Will were (Mark, as I noted
in Chapter 3, now worked elsewhere), as my notes of the visit reveal (the research

habit is difficult to stop!), polite but we didn't dither in our conversation. Three new
staff worked in the office and the general atmosphere seemed more professional
than it had been.

294

I met up with Paul on a few occasions during the visit, and in particular w e had a

lengthy lunch in a pub and discussed my research, Fenderco and many other thi

besides. What Paul said about changes in the company structure and ownership,

his relationship to John revealed an elasticity in his self-narrative that wa
surprising.

The first major change related to the ownership of Fenderco and the way that

now described his work identity. The constellation of individual ownership an
company involvement that surrounded Fenderco was complex and had always been
obscurely articulated. There were of course the companies that Paul and John
themselves had set up. Paul indicated that either these had never really got
had been subsumed within Fenderco UK (in the case of Steel Applications), or

ceased trading. Either way his involvement in these ventures had ceased. Fend
UK itself had been owned by Paul and John - who had had executive power and
effective control of the company - and the respective managing directors of

FendercoEurope and Ausfend. By the time of my visit in July 2001 Paul and Joh

were not any more joint managing directors of Fenderco UK. They had both beco
employees of a new company formed from the merger of Fenderco UK,
FendercoEurope and a new European corporate parent (Ausfend were not now
involved). In fact, this new parent company was the same corporation

(HarbourcoCorp) which had originally bought out Harbourco: the same corporati
that Paul and John had, in part, formed Fenderco to be rid of; and, the same
corporation that had treated Paul so poorly when working for them in Asia.
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In m y conversation with Paul, he recognised the circular irony of this, and admitted
that he now had his old job back, but at a much higher level. The major rationale for
the changes, aside from the realisation of capital that John and Paul presumably
benefited from, was to rationalise operations, and to avoid market coverage and
functional duplication between Fenderco UK and FendercoEurope. This meant in
effect that Paul took on responsibility for design engineering and John ran sales and
marketing throughout the European region.

The other change related to what Paul said about his relationship to John and the

social relations of the Fenderco locale more generally. Paul said that he doesn't go t
The Grinning Cat as much as he used to when he live at the 'castle house', and thus it
is not as much of a work feature as it once was. Paul also said in this regard that he
would not now be friends with John if it wasn't for work and that he doesn't have
much to do with him socially, now they are not running the company together.

This is not data in the sense of what has been presented in Chapters 4-7.
Consequently, without going into too much interpretive speculation, it is
inappropriate to conclude too much from these facts and conversational fragments.
However, these significant changes do bring into stark relief the dynamic and
journey-like processes described throughout this thesis.

Consequently, because Paul and John have throughout this thesis identified so
strongly with the role of entrepreneur I was keen to ask Paul how he felt about his
not now being an entrepreneur or owner-manager. He said that he didn't really miss
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running his o w n company. Paul emphasised that he is n o w doing what he's best at design engineering.

Was Paul's earlier entrepreneurial talk simply bluster? Had he been in fact a
different person with another hidden self-identity? And, had he been lying about the
importance of his relationship with John? The answer to these questions has to be
no. The degree of fabrication needed to create these false impressions over the
period of the research is simply not credible. Moreover, despite the previous
importance of being an entrepreneur to his story, the way in which self-identity has
been discussed in this thesis allows for no hidden or inner self-identity beyond the
'depth-psychological' (Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 63) and genetic dispositions.
There is instead an elastic, contextually contingent and actively constructed collation
and maintenance of self-identity narratives. Stories are therefore relegated and
promoted depending on the circumstances of these contexts.

Specifically, for Paul, his adherence to an entrepreneurial narrative would not now

be appropriate. As Sennett has written recently, 'a person's life-narrative [...] has to
be continually recast in the course of experience; you need continually to make a
fresh explanation of yourself' (2000: 177). The circumstances of Paul's life in relation
personal and financial risk, attitudes to corporations, ambition and growth and
autonomy and self-sufficiency (the substance of the entrepreneurial cliched narrative,
discussed in Chapter 4) have changed. Similarly, the manner in which the
generational narratives are used to emphasise an entrepreneurial break with the past,
might now become relegated to a more general acknowledgement of generational
difference. The use of the proximate spatial region, which reflected the all297

encompassing nature of his entrepreneurial self-identity, has decreased too. The
centre region of the Fenderco office is now a more separate, distant and
"professional" locale. This conversation with Paul also suggests that the dyadic
isolation and mutual co-dependence of his relationship with John, or the co-option
of employees, is not now needed.

I have very little idea which of the narratives discussed in this thesis have been
retained, how they have been reconfigured to account for the new contexts, or what
has been promoted to replace those which are not now appropriate. But, no doubt,
many of the stories he tells may still include talk of generations, autonomy and so
forth However, they are not likely to be used to emphasise an entrepreneurial selfidentity. How could he, when he is not an entrepreneur?

In explaining the seeming elasticity of their entrepreneurial narrative if is worth
reiterating that in Chapter 4 Cliches I characterised the narratives they used as a
public narrative: a narrative that is readily available. Thus, the stories they used
were in some sense "off-the-shelf", not their own. In this sense their narrative of
entrepreneurialism might be described as weak or superficial. In this regard Sennett
has recently written about what makes for "strong" and "weak" identities, and has

suggested that the 'capacity to recast your life-story is a sign of strength in attendin
to the world outside. Correspondingly, a weak identity means clinging to a rigid

image of self, a lack of capacity to revise when circumstances require it' (ibid.). Thus,
even from the few fragments above, Paul is clearly able to recast his narratives.
Hence, by these two accounts Paul has both "weak" and "strong" self-identities.
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Sennett also argues that those individuals w h o can deal with the ambiguity of
identity and include the disjunctive and conflicting elements of their life narrative,
have a dense identity and are attracted to situations where the 'edges' of the
different narratives meet: 'the "edge" is a zone of engagement' (ibid.: 178). Thus, 'a
young lawyer who feels affection and solidarity for elders he does not professionally
respect' has 'density of self (ibid.). Paul and John also expressed similar ambiguities
in their generational narratives when talking about their previous employers at
Harbourco.

In these terms some of Paul and John's narratives show a willingness to deal with
the ambiguous 'edges' of their self-identities. However, many - I think the dominant
parts, in terms of their work identity - of their narratives suggest the opposite: that

the array of ontological and entrepreneurial public narratives are selected to close off
engagement with the ambiguous edge. This also reflects the aforementioned
observation by Karreman and Alvesson that 'focused and committed action calls for
simplified and unreflective decision making, the denial of ambiguity and recognition
of the drawbacks of a preferred route' (2001: 83, drawing on Brunsson, 1985, cited
previously in Chapter 4 Cliches). Hence, being a public narrative available "off-theshelf", talk of entrepreneurialism comes ready-wrapped and packaged: it is less rich,
less flexible and more rigid than a narrative based more closely on personal events
and experiences.

Now however, that the entrepreneurial contexts (including the very real risks and
responsibilities of running a firm) for establishing this protected and "weak" identity
have evaporated, Paul and John are perhaps likely to craft and emphasise other self299

narratives. These would be m a d e u p from a repertoire of public narratives, and
ontological narratives derived from the events and experiences of their work lives.
Paul might for instance, emphasise or promote design engineering, aesthetic and
creative narratives. John might promote sales and 'fun' narratives (he would often
talk about work being, or not, being 'fun'). They may be developing "stronger" selfidentities as a result. How these changes in their self-identities will manifest
themselves is for the future. This thesis even without the above epilogue, has show
however, that self-identity as narratively conceived is a transient, elastic and
dynamic process. But despite this elasticity and these change processes, Paul and
John's narrative do have consistency and are consolidated. The changes in the
context of Paul and John's lives have not transformed them into unrecognisably
different people.

Reconstructing tradition
Thus, other processual features of self-identity described in this thesis nevertheless
retain their saliency - especially in explaining the processual features of how selfidentity is "done" - and are likely to remain pervasive features of the narratives both
Paul and John tell. One of these processes is how Paul and John's narratives seem to
be attempting to reconstruct elements of tradition (Giddens, 1991: 206). This part
elaborates on this generic feature of Paul and John self-narratives.

In Chapter 4 Cliches I suggested that their use of cliches was - because of the way that
cliches are linked to mimetic pre-modern narratives of repetition and emulation - a
way of narratively reconstructing or re-imagining their own self-identities in the
image of the more certain identities of traditional and pre-modern times. In
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Generations, I argued that these narratives too were part of a traditional language of

renewal, co-opted and translated for modernity. Similarly, in Chapter 6 Space I wrote
that Paul and John's attempt to control much of the Fenderco locale might be seen as
a part of the way that 'individuals attempt to reconstruct traditional locality and

spatial embeddedness in reflexive projects of the self (ibid.: 206-207). And, finally
Relationships, I argued that, as with the other narratives, their talk of friendship
in part an affective or emotional refuge from some of the impersonal forces of
modernity.

Written in summary form it seems like Paul and John are building their castles to

some master plan in a very traditional style. Paul and John are in part engaged in th

various 'counter-reactions' and reconstructions of tradition within the context of th
disembedding of time and space typical of high modernity (ibid.: 147, 206). Indeed,
some have argued that entrepreneurs themselves belong to an archaic and declining
economic class (see critiques of this now moribund view by Bechhofer and Elliot,
1985; and Goss, 1991: 14, for instance2). However, the preceding chapters reveal

2

Speculation as to the decline of the entrepreneur as a class has been a pervasive f

sociological comment on economic development in modern economies for a long time.
Bechhofer and Elliot (1985) and others (Curran and Burrows, 1986; Granovetter, 1984;

Curran, 1986) have argued that the view of the petite bourgeoisie as a marginal and a

class in decline is an oversimplification. The concern of this thesis is not with th

with the petite bourgeoisie (though this does approximate Paul and John class positio

Inherent in these critiques however is a conceptualisation of the small business ent

not as a failing vestige of traditional society but as an active and integral aspect

life. As Bechhofer and Elliot comment: 'for many citizens the most immediate, persona
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more complex narratives which intersperse "modern" and "traditional" narratives.
Giddens' analysis also recognises how a person's attempt to reconstruct traditional
relationships to time, space and the 'lifespan' serves to create new and "modern"
self-identities rather than simply an impossible reclamation of the past. He writes,

The disembedding mechanisms [of high modernity] intrude into the heart of selfidentity; but they do not 'empty out' the self any more than they simply remove
prior supports on which self-identity was based [i.e. tradition]. Rather, they allow

self (in principle) to achieve much greater mastery over the social relations and soc

contexts reflexively incorporated into the forging of self-identity than was previous
possible (1991:148-9).

Paul and John are engaged in a project of the self as well as running Fenderco (the
previous part of this chapter suggests, of course, that their respective projects of

self are also ultimately more important and longer lasting). The 'in principle' in the
above quote presumably refers to the variable opportunity and capacity (i.e. power,
money, etc., depending on the particular context) that individuals will have to

achieve this 'mastery'. In Paul and John's case the "narrow" institutional contexts o
Fenderco allows them a good deal of mastery. However, the over-protective cocoon

they have created is also a particularly limited domain. Thus, like the Puritanism of
the early entrepreneurs of modernity, Paul and John reconstruct tradition to the

direct experience of capitalism is of petty capitalism' (1985: 204; see also Gray, 19
1986). The argument in this thesis is that Paul and John are reconstructing tradition
forming something new in the process, not that they are fighting a rear-guard action
onto a tradition that is slipping away in the face of modernity.
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extent they do to provide them with the 'fixity' necessary for taking the risk inherent
in their venture (ibid.: 155; see also Karreman and Alvesson, 2001: 83, above).

But one might more practically ask, aren't Paul and John just simply trying to make
some money, trying to find - as we all are - something they think is meaningful to
do with their fives? Isn't all my speculation about how they embody and juxtapose
traditional and modern narratives simply looking for unnecessarily "hidden"
meaning and motives? Isn't it all just sociologese? Outside of the current conceptual
context I think this is fair comment. However, it is worth reiterating the purpose of
this thesis.

It is concerned with providing a description of self-identity processes, and adding to,
and clarifying the vocabulary that is use in that description. I am intent on
explicating the social meaning of these processes, not in some way improving how
self-identity or life is done. Yes, Paul and John are simply doing what we all do in
speaking about their lives, and this thesis has not uncovered hidden meaning in
what they do as such. Rather, I have clarified and characterised the narrative
practices of self-identity in terms of what their narratives mean socially. Hence the
contribution here is to highlight how the narratives of tradition intermingle with
context and "modern" narratives to create new narratives practices of self-identity.

Oppositionalism and individualism
The final part of this section features perhaps the strongest and most obvious of the
more generic aspects of Paul and John's narratives. Here I reflect on the
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individualistic and oppositional manner in which this "traditional enclave" or over'protective cocoon' (Giddens, 1991:126) is achieved through their narratives.

All the chapters and in particular Chapter 4 Cliches show that Paul and John identify
themselves as entrepreneurs in an oppositional, not propositional manner. They
oppose the bureaucratic corporation and mundanity in the same way that Maclntyre
describes: "Those who persistently attack bureaucracy effectively reinforce the notion
that it is in terms of a relationship to bureaucracy that the self has to define itself
(1981: 29). Paul and John do exactly this. In their generational narratives, they also
oppose authority and the 'old men'. In their spatial and relational narratives their
use of space and talk of others also places them as distinct and opposing those
others.

Their oppositionalism is twinned with an individualistic and atomistic view of the
world. And, I have previously cited Sennett (1981: 117-118) and Taylor (1991: 35,
both in Chapter 4 and 7), who argue that this solipsistic feature of self-identity in
modernity is a denial of the inherently dialogic and interactive process of achieving
self-identity. Maclntyre also writes something similar and stresses the moral
insularity of such monological and self-referential self-identities:

To cut oneself off from shared activity in which one has initially to learn obediently
as an apprentice learns, to isolate oneself from the communities which find their
point and purpose in such activities, will be to debar oneself from finding good
outside oneself (1981: 240).
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It seems that these authors too, w o u l d recognise and lament h o w Paul and John craft
their oppositional self-narratives. Taylor for instance, argues that the very pursuit of
individualism and originality is inherently set against social constraints:

the very idea of originality, and the associated notion that the enemy of authenticity
can be social conformity, forces on us the idea that authenticity will have to struggle
against some externally imposed rules (1991: 63, original emphasis).

But this thesis - and the previous chapter in particular - has shown, that Paul and
John cannot really achieve their solipsistic aim: they cannot oppose and cut
themselves off from everything. Taylor too, despite his disquiet at how people
pursue self-identity in cultures of authenticity, implies that because identity is
inherently dialogic then attempts to create it monologically must ultimately fail.

Taylor further argues that an attempt to create an 'inwardly generated identity',
means that individuals also become, according to Taylor, vulnerable to a need for
recognition (1991: 49). That is, if an individual has an overarching need for
individual authenticity and originality (what Taylor calls an 'original identity', ibid.),
then this needs to be recognised by others to be meaningful. Though Taylor stresses
the more intimate aspects of this need, he also writes that the modern self-identity is
a process of 'self-discovery' and that 'revelation comes through expression' (ibid.:
61). For Paul and John, therefore, their project of Fenderco is an expression of their
originality and authenticity for which they hope for, and receive recognition. This
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recognition, as w a s s h o w n in Chapter 7, is supplied by each other and the co-opted
attentions of Mark and Will.3

But, the dialogic social interaction in the formation of self-identity cannot be
avoided. The previous chapters have therefore shown how the disjunctive,
contradictory and dynamic narratives, which reflect the inherent dialogic processes
of identity formation and maintenance, cannot be expunged, but must be
consolidated alongside the monological narratives. Moreover, the previous chapters
and the first part of this section suggest that the social contexts of other's narratives
and actions, force the individual to enter into a dialogue with more than themselves.

Glass casfles and moral bricks: Or, the theoretical, practical and moral contribution this
thesis makes
Theory and practice
The above reflections on Paul and John narratives offer an insight into how they
have gone about creating and maintaining their self-identities and what it means for
thinking about self-identity more generally. Now, however, I want to make some
comments about what type of theoretical and practical contribution the thesis makes
as a consequence. What difference will this thesis make?

The vocabulary for describing self-identity this thesis offers has not been discovered.
I have created it out of the context of extant conceptual narratives and from my
experiences in the field. As Van Maanen has written, 'Theory is a matter of words,

3

My own attentions as a researcher also presumably contributed to Paul and John's sense o

being recognised.
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not worlds; of maps, not territories; of representations, not realities' (1995:134). The
social activity I have reported in this thesis has social meaning. It is this that is
theorised in this thesis. The theory of self-identity is an ordering of practice.

The proliferation of identity and self-identity talk in our era (Sennett, 2000: 175)
reflects broad social shifts to the individual. And, like the many words that Eskimos
reputedly have for snow, the fact of the proliferation suggests that there is a need for
new ways of understanding how we construct self-identity. It is in this sense that
modern times have produced a language for the problem of identity (Taylor, 1991:
48, and footnote 9, Chapter 2, this thesis). Thus, self-identity in this thesis has been
characterised as a practical affair built up through certain common narrative
practices and processes of interaction.

Taylor is again helpful in illuminating the manner in which social theory effects
practice. He writes 'that social theory arises when we try to formulate explicitly what
we are doing, describe the activity which is central to a practice, and articulate the

norms which are essential to it' (1985: 93): this thesis claims 'to tell us what is really
going on' (ibid.: 98). Taylor then writes that 'What makes a theory right is that it
brings practice out in the clear; that its adoption makes possible what is in some
sense a more effective practice' (ibid.: 104).

What is the practice that is the object of this research? Can I really be arguing that
through reading this research that the reader's understanding of how self-identity is
constituted might be made clearer and therefore how self-identity is constituted
made more effective? What does it mean to say that one might have a more effective
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practice of self-identity? But this is not the right question. A s I wrote in Chapter 3,
the theory of this thesis refers to the practice of thinking about and discussing selfidentity. My theory of self-identity in Fenderco can be valid if the practice of people
who discuss self-identity changes and turns towards the narrative, temporal, spatial
and relational contexts. But there is nothing startling in this assertion, it has been
said before theoretically (Somers, 1994). Thus, this thesis and the theory inherent
within has 'the function just of clarifying or codifying the significance which is
already implicit in our self-descriptions' (Taylor, 1985: 97). I am adding theoretical
depth to current understanding, I am making explicit 'the self-understandings which
constitute our social life' (ibid.: 105).

Those that read this thesis and its various progeny (Down and Reveley, 2003; Down
and Taylor, 2000), will, if they accept the authenticity, plausibility and criticality of
this account (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993: 612), think about self-identity using a
particular vocabulary. Specifically, those interested in small business and
entrepreneurial settings will realise the varied narrative and contextual influences
contributing to producing Paul and John the "entrepreneurs". Those interested in
self-identity will have more bodied stuff and additional conceptual and descriptive
vocabularies with which discuss the consolidation, maintenance and fluency
processes inherent in the crafting of self-identity.

More generically, to summarise the processual features of the previous section, they
will realise that self-identity is narratively constructed in a mutable and dynamic
manner, with individuals drawing upon an array of identity materials, including
both ontological and public narratives. And, they will also see that despite the
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tendencies of modernity to encourage individuals to create monological selfidentities, the processes of actually consolidating an identity (that is, engagement
with others and social contexts through narrative) mean that they cannot avoid
dialogic and interactive engagement.

Morality
But there is more to this thesis than providing bodied stuff on which social theory
can feed. As I have been writing and thinking about Paul and John. As you have
been reading about them, we have both been making judgements and evaluating
their behaviour and words from the point of view of our own 'evaluative criteria'
(Somers, 1994: 617). I have alluded to this dimension earlier in this thesis and
suggested that in addition to the four narrative contexts, this moral context would
make a cameo appearance. I have consciously failed to deal with this in the forgoing
analysis.

The main reason for this is the difficulty in separating personal moral opinion from
sociological analysis. A thorough going analysis of the moral narrative context of
Paul and John's self-identities would no doubt prove an interesting project.
However, it would I think be a lengthy one, and would require a further thesis. My
'failure' therefore was conscious in the sense of recognising the immensity of the
problem of morality in the construction of identity.

Thus, as it stands I have tried to avoid being judgmental about what Paul and John
say and do. Paul and John have their failings like every one of us. But morality in
this regard is not simply a matter of personal opinion. From what I have written
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previously it will be apparent that value is inherently secreted in h u m a n activity:
any action or narrative will impact upon others in different ways, effecting the
intentions, purposes, reasons and beliefs of agents (Maclntyre, 1981: 80).
Consequently therefore some limited reflections can and should perhaps be made on
the moral context of what Paul and John say and do in creating their self-identities.

Even if I have ouer-emphasised the "negative" aspects of Paul and John's narratives
(which I haven't), their narratives identities do tend to reflect some of the atomistic
and narcissistic coping strategies of modern life. Continuing with my use of Taylor,
he acknowledges that 'self-referentiality of manner is unavoidable in our culture'
(1991: 82). However, Taylor makes a distinction which shows that despite our
inability to avoid the atomistic culture in creating our self-identities, there may be
some means of redemption.

Taylor distinguishes between the manner and the matter or content of action (ibid.: 8182) and concludes that individuals will only find genuine fulfilment in action 'which
has significance independent of us or our desires' (ibid.: 82). In other words, though
Paul and John might not be able to avoid self-referentiality in the way they talk
about themselves and their actions, what they actually do and produce is of
consequence. Taylor's argument suggests that it is in Paul and John's material and
social achievements through Fenderco (the jobs they create and the fenders they
build, and not the glass castles of their personal desire) that they can find 'genuine
fulfilment' (ibid.) in creating their self-identity.
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Their personal fulfilment or otherwise w a s not the project of this thesis. The
dominant and central narratives of Paul and John's work identities whilst the research
was conducted are what have been presented. However, also present are other
narratives which reflect those things that 'stand beyond' Paul and John's self-

referential 'desires and aspirations' (ibid.). Also present in this thesis are narratives
of aestheticism and a regard for beauty, pride in work done well, providing a good
service to the customer, design excellence and a satisfaction in solving problems, a
desire to produce things, and so on. Moreover, as I have noted above, the strictures
of academic research create a lust for clarity, and the dominant and central tend to
emerge victorious, arguably subduing the complexity and plurality of social life.

And, as the above account of the recent conversation I had with Paul suggests, the
self-referentiality of his entrepreneurialism has now abated. Both Paul and John are
perhaps now more connected with these other narratives, and are consequently
identifying themselves with the 'wider whole' of modern society (ibid.: 91). The
moral context of self-identity is therefore, likely also to be subject to the narrative

processual features I have discussed. But, this is not the place to open this particular
window, as the view is a large and impressively detailed one.

Conclusion
There is one more ritual I should observe, before concluding. The cliche of "more
research" is perhaps inappropriate for this thesis. There are many stories that can be
told about people in organisations. The epistemological base of this particular
conceptual narrative means that like those Eskimos who have for whatever reasons
felt the need to produce all those meanings for snow, the research in this thesis is
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very m u c h engaged in creating and characterising knowledge, rather than proving
and categorising.

However, no research is without its limitations. And some of these have already
been noted. For instance, in Chapter 6 Space in footnote 4, I made the observation
that the temporality of Giddens' spatial analysis (1984) was not fully used here
because of the detailed and consistent monitoring it would have required. This
methodology (and many others) would have produced different themes and
emphases. I don't however see these as "gaps" in this research. The particular events

and experiences of ethnographic research, like the social life it seeks to illuminate is

in this sense unique and emergent, and in this scientistic sense it is, I guess a hit an
miss endeavour.

What I can say however, is what I am now interested in as a result of this research. It
seems to me that in addition to the contribution highlighted above, two further
points are worth making about the contribution this study makes. Firstly, my future
research will certainly take heed of the spatial diversity described in Fenderco and
the implications this has for analysis and theorising. It is a simple point but a
significant one. Organisation studies has produced a great deal of research about
space and boundaries but empirical work tends to focus on the "internal" and
narrowly work related. The accounts that are produced, especially as they related to
self-identity are, empirically at least, unnecessarily limited in their viewpoint. And,
as I implied in Chapter 6 Space, this might produce accounts of overly disciplined
work identities.
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Secondly, I a m keen to develop and disseminate m y ideas about self-identity and
narrative. Within organisation studies, smaller organisational settings, despite their

recent increased recognition, are still often seen as peripheral to their larger brethre
The small business and entrepreneurial disciplines and its journals can also, because
of its otherwise laudable interdisciplinarity, be quite conservative methodologically.
Consequently another avenue for my "more research" is to look at self-identity
narratives in different larger organisational settings. In other words, apply the
theoretical aspects of this thesis into other empirical settings.

This work has in fact already begun (Down, Badham, Griffith, Palmer, and Garrety,
2003). I am about to begin a large grant funded project with Richard Badham in a
large steel plant near the University of Wollongong. Here I hope to explore further

the use of cliched, generational, spatial and relational narratives in the context of th
project's broader aims regarding new forms of commitment. I hope this thesis
provides a good foundation for this research.

Finally, I would like to make a few more reflective comments.

As with Sennett (1998:148), Taylor (1991: 103) and Giddens (1991), I do not feel that
it is inevitable that our social worlds need to imprison us. Admittedly, my story
about Paul and John is not particularly elevating or hopeful in many respects. But
this examination of how they have identified, projected and protected themselves
does show that within the social institutions we construct and the practices we
engage with there is room to manoeuvre: room to create meaning, substance,
fulfilment and self-realisation. This thesis has shown that this "self" space is not
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situated and created in some inner mental world and presented intact and
unmediated, but rather through the mediation of the narratives we tell of ourselves
with others. This does not deny thought (or biology), but connects it to the world
about us.

Paul and John's ability to craft their narratives (to say different things about
themselves, others, institutions and artefacts) means that, if Giddens' understanding
of the interdependency between structure and agency is accepted, the contexts in
which they are articulated are also "crafted". Thus, just as the banishment of
morality and an appreciation of value in the consideration of human affairs are not
inevitable or permanent, self-reasoning is also both mutably and morally

constituted. The narrative identity processes I have explored in this thesis, at least to
the extent that other people do similar things with similar and different narratives,
contributes to a growing awareness in academic narratives of how people make their
own worlds.

This thesis is also a narrative and is also instrumental in crafting my world and my
identity. For me personally it represents the culmination of an seven-year
socialisation into professional academia. This narrative, like Paul and John's,
involves choices in a milieu of contextual constraints. Some of the choices I have
made in preparing this thesis, involve me adopting a stance to those socialisation
and induction constraints. In particular, this has involved me having to deal with
translating my lay language into a professional narrative. I have tried hard to retain
my everyday sensibilities, although they too have changed over this period as a
result of my new everyday experiences, and have written elsewhere (Down, 2001)
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about w h y it is a good idea to write in a w a y that most people can understand. M y
rationale for this reflects, within these constraints, an attempt to recognise the
mutable and moral nature of our engagement with the social world as professional
researchers.

Finally then, I will close with an observation that Colin Wilson has made. He wrote
that, 'our identities are like the pane of a window against which we are pressed so
tightly that we cannot feel our separateness from it' (Wilson, 1978: 280). In talking
with and thinking about what Paul and John have said and done, I have tried to
create some space between them and the window pane. This thesis has made the
solid but transparent more tangible. Hopefully, in seeing the window pane for what
it is, what ties beyond the window is also now held in better perspective: that the

relationship between the individual, narrative and their social contexts is clearer an
more distinct
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